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The Informed Dialogue: 
Interacting with Literature 


When we pick up a book, we usually do so with 
the anticipation of pleasure. We hope that by en- 
tering the time and place of the novel and sharing 
the thoughts and actions of the characters, we will 
find enjoyment. Unfortunately, this is often not the 
case; we are disappointed. But we should ask, has 
the author failed us, or have we failed the author? 


We establish a dialogue with the author, the 
book, and with ourselves when we read. Con- 
sciously and unconsciously, we ask questions: 
“Why did the author write this book?” “Why did 
the author choose that time, place, or character?” 
“How did the author achieve that effect?” “Why 
did the character act that way?” “Would I act in the 
same way?” The answers we receive depend upon 
how much information about literature in general 
and about that book specifically we ourselves bring 
to our reading. 


Young children have limited life and literary 
experiences. Being young, children frequently do 
not know how to go about exploring a book, nor 
sometimes, even know the questions to ask of a 
book. The books they read help them answer ques- 
tions, the author often coming right out and telling 
young readers the things they are learning or are 
expected to learn. The perennial classic, The Little 
Engine That Could, tells its readers that, among 
other things, it is good to help others and bring hap- 
piness: 


“Hurray, hurray,” cried the funny little clown and all 
the dolls and toys. “The good little boys and girls in 


the city will be happy because you helped us, kind, 
Little Blue Engine.” 


In picture books, messages are often blatant 
and simple, the dialogue between the author and 
reader one-sided. Young children are concerned 
with the end result of a book—the enjoyment 
gained, the lesson learned—trather than with how 
that result was obtained. As we grow older and read 
further, however, we question more. We come to 
expect that the world within the book will closely 
mirror the concerns of our world, and that the au- 
thor will show these through the events, descrip- 
tions, and conversations within the story, rather 
than telling of them. We are now expected to do 
the interpreting, carry on our share of the dialogue 
with the book and author, and glean not only the 
author’s message, but comprehend how that mes- 
sage and the overall affect of the book were 
achieved. Sometimes, however, we need help to do 
these things. Novels for Students provides that help. 


A novel is made up of many parts interacting 
to create a coherent whole. In reading a novel, the 
more obvious features can be easily spotted— 
theme, characters, plot—but we may overlook the 
more subtle elements that greatly influence how the 
novel is perceived by the reader: viewpoint, mood 
and tone, symbolism, or the use of humor. By fo- 
cusing on both the obvious and more subtle liter- 
ary elements within a novel, Novels for Students 
aids readers in both analyzing for message and in 
determining how and why that message is com- 
municated. In the discussion on Harper Lee’s To 
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Kill a Mockingbird (Vol. 2), for example, the 
mockingbird as a symbol of innocence is dealt with, 
among other things, as is the importance of Lee’s 
use of humor which “enlivens a serious plot, adds 
depth to the characterization, and creates a sense 
of familiarity and universality.” The reader comes 
to understand the internal elements of each novel 
discussed—as well as the external influences that 
help shape it. 

“The desire to write greatly,” Harold Bloom 
of Yale University says, “is the desire to be else- 
where, in a time and place of one’s own, in an orig- 
inality that must compound with inheritance, with 
an anxiety of influence.” A writer seeks to create 
a unique world within a story, but although it 1s 
unique, it is not disconnected from our own world. 
It speaks to us because of what the writer brings to 
the writing from our world: how he or she was 
raised and educated; his or her likes and dislikes; 
the events occurring in the real world at the time 
of the writing, and while the author was growing 
up. When we know what an author has brought to 
his or her work, we gain a greater insight into both 
the “originality” (the world of the book), and the 
things that “compound” it. This insight enables us 
to question that created world and find answers 
more readily. By informing ourselves, we are able 
to establish a more effective dialogue with both 
book and author. 


Novels for Students, in addition to providing a 
plot summary and descriptive list of characters— 
to remind readers of what they have read—also ex- 
plores the external influences that shaped each 
book. Each entry includes a discussion of the au- 
thor’s background, and the historical context in 
which the novel was written. It is vital to know, for 
instance, that when Ray Bradbury was writing 
Fahrenheit 451 (Vol. 1), the threat of Nazi domi- 
nation had recently ended in Europe, and the Mc- 
Carthy hearings were taking place in Washington, 
D.C. This information goes far in answering the 
question, “Why did he write a story of oppressive 
government control and book burning?” Similarly, 
it is important to know that Harper Lee, author of 
To Kill a Mockingbird, was born and raised in Mon- 
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roeville, Alabama, and that her father was a lawyer. 
Readers can now see why she chose the south as a 
setting for her novel—tt is the place with which she 
was most familiar—and start to comprehend her 
characters and their actions. 


Novels for Students helps readers find the an- 
swers they seek when they establish a dialogue 
with a particular novel. It also aids in the posing 
of questions by providing the opinions and inter- 
pretations of various critics and reviewers, broad- 
ening that dialogue. Some reviewers of To Kill A 
Mockingbird, for example, “faulted the novel’s cli- 
max as melodramatic.” This statement leads read- 
ers to ask, “Is it, indeed, melodramatic?” “If not, 
why did some reviewers see it as such?” “Tf it is, 
why did Lee choose to make it melodramatic?” “Is 
melodrama ever justified?” By being spurred to ask 
these questions, readers not only learn more about 
the book and its writer, but about the nature of writ- 
ing itself. 

The literature included for discussion in the 
Novels for Students series has been chosen because 
it has something vital to say to us. Of Mice and 
Men, Catch-22, The Joy Luck Club, My Antonia, 
A Separate Peace and the other novels here speak 
of life and modern sensibility. In addition to their 
individual, specific messages of prejudice, power, 
love or hate, living and dying, however, they and 
all great literature also share a common intent. 
They force us to think—about life, literature, and 
about others, not just about ourselves. They pry us 
from the narrow confines of our minds and thrust 
us outward to confront the world of books and the 
larger, real world we all share. Novels for Students 
helps us in this confrontation by providing the 
means of enriching our conversation with litera- 
ture and the world, by creating an informed dia- 
logue, one that brings true pleasure to the personal 
act of reading. 


Sources 
Harold Bloom, The Western Canon, The Books and School 
of the Ages, Riverhead Books, 1994. 


Watty Piper, The Little Engine That Could, Platt & Munk, 
1930. 


Anne Devereaux Jordan 
Senior Editor, TALL 
(Teaching and Learning Literature) 
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Purpose of the Book 


The purpose of Novels for Students (NfS) is to 
provide readers with a guide to understanding, en- 
joying, and studying novels by giving them easy 
access to information about the work. Part of Gale’s 
“For Students” Literature line, NfS is specifically 
designed to meet the curricular needs of high school 
and undergraduate college students and their teach- 
ers, as well as the interests of general readers and 
researchers considering specific novels. While each 
volume contains entries on “classic” novels fre- 
quently studied in classrooms, there are also entries 
containing hard-to-find information on contempo- 
rary novels, including works by multicultural, in- 
ternational, and women novelists. 


The information covered in each entry in- 
cludes: an introduction to the novel and the novel’s 
author; a plot summary, to help readers unravel and 
understand the events in a novel; descriptions of 
important characters, including explanation of a 
given character’s role in the novel as well as dis- 
cussion about that character’s relationship to other 
characters in the novel; analysis of important 
themes in the novel; and an explanation of impor- 
tant literary techniques and movements as they are 
demonstrated in the novel. 


In addition to this material, which helps the 
readers analyze the novel itself, students are also 
provided with important information on the liter- 
ary and historical background informing each 
work. This includes a historical context essay, a 


box comparing the time or place the novel was writ- 
ten to modern Western culture, a critical overview 
essay, and excerpts from critical essays on the 
novel. A unique feature of NfS is a specially com- 
missioned overview essay on each novel by an aca- 
demic expert, targeted toward the student reader. 


To further aid the student in studying and en- 
joying each novel, information on media adapta- 
tions is provided, as well as reading suggestions for 
works of fiction and nonfiction on similar themes 
and topics. Classroom aids include ideas for re- 
search papers and lists of critical sources that pro- 
vide additional material on the novel. 


Selection Criteria 


The titles for each volume of NfS were selected 
by surveying numerous sources on teaching litera- 
ture and analyzing course curricula for various 
school districts. Some of the sources surveyed in- 
cluded: literature anthologies; Reading Lists for 
College-Bound Students: The Books Most Recom- 
mended by America’s Top Colleges; textbooks on 
teaching the novel; a College Board survey of nov- 
els commonly studied in high schools; a National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) survey of 
novels commonly studied in high schools; the 
NCTE’s Teaching Literature in High School: The 
Novel; and the Young Adult Library Services As- 
sociation (YALSA) list of best books for young 
adults of the past twenty-five years. 
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Input was also solicited from our expert na- 
tional advisory board, as well as educators from 
various areas. From these discussions, it was de- 
termined that each volume should have a mix of 
“classic” novels (those works commonly taught in 
literature classes) and contemporary novels for 
which information is often hard to find. Because of 
the interest in expanding the canon of literature, an 
emphasis was also placed on including works by 
international, multicultural, and women authors. 
Our advisory board members helped pare down the 
list for each volume. If a work was not selected for 
the present volume, it was often noted as a possi- 
bility for a future volume. As always, the editor 
welcomes suggestions for titles to be included in 
future volumes. 


How Each Entry Is Organized 


Each entry, or chapter, in NfS focuses on one 
novel. Each entry heading lists the full name of the 
novel, the author’s name, and the date of the 
novel’s publication. The following elements are 
contained in each entry: 


¢ Introduction: a brief overview of the novel which 
provides information about its first appearance, its 
literary standing, any controversies surrounding the 
work, and major conflicts or themes within the work. 


e Author Biography: this section includes basic facts 
about the author’s life, and focuses on events and 
times in the author’s life that inspired the novel in 
question. 


¢ Plot Summary: a description of the major events in 
the novel, with interpretation of how these events 
help articulate the novel’s themes. Lengthy sum- 
maries are broken down with subheads. 


e Characters: an alphabetical listing of major charac- 
ters in the novel. Each character name is followed by 
a brief to an extensive description of the character’s 
role in the novel, as well as discussion of the char- 
acter’s actions, relationships, and possible motiva- 
tion. 


Characters are listed alphabetically by last name. If 
a character is unnamed—for instance, the narrator in 
Invisible Man—the character is listed as “The Nar- 
rator” and alphabetized as “Narrator.” If a character’s 
first name is the only one given, the name will ap- 
pear alphabetically by the name. 


Variant names are also included for each character. 
Thus, the full name “Jean Louise Finch” would head 
the listing for the narrator of To Kill a Mockingbird, 
but listed in a separate cross-reference would be the 
nickname “Scout Finch.” 


e Themes: a thorough overview of how the major top- 
ics, themes, and issues are addressed within the 
novel. Each theme discussed appears in a separate 
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subhead, and is easily accessed through the boldface 
entries in the Subject/Theme Index. 


e Style: this section addresses important style ele- 
ments of the novel, such as setting, point of view, 
and narration; important literary devices used, such 
as imagery, foreshadowing, symbolism; and, if ap- 
plicable, genres to which the work might have be- 
longed, such as Gothicism or Romanticism. Literary 
terms are explained within the entry, but can also be 
found in the Glossary. 


¢ Historical and Cultural Context: This section out- 
lines the social, political, and cultural climate in 
which the author lived and the novel was created. 
This section may include descriptions of related his- 
torical events, pertinent aspects of daily life in the 
culture, and the artistic and literary sensibilities of 
the time in which the work was written. If the novel 
is a historical work, information regarding the time 
in which the novel is set is also included. Each sec- 
tion is broken down with helpful subheads. 


e Critical Overview: this section provides background 
on the critical reputation of the novel, including ban- 
nings or any other public controversies surrounding 
the work. For older works, this section includes a his- 
tory of how novel was first received and how per- 
ceptions of it may have changed over the years; for 
more recent novels, direct quotes from early reviews 
may ałso be included. 


e Sources: an alphabetical list of critical material 
quoted in the entry, with full bibliographical infor- 
mation. 


¢ For Further Study: an alphabetical list of other crit- 
ical sources which may prove useful for the student. 
Includes full bibliographical information and a brief 
annotation. 


e Criticism: an essay commissioned by NfS which 
specifically deals with the novel and is written specif- 
ically for the student audience, as well as excerpts 
from previously published criticism on the work. 


In addition, each entry contains the following 


e Media Adaptations: a list of important film and tele- 
vision adaptations of the novel, including source in- 
formation. The list also includes stage adaptations, 
audio recordings, musical adaptations, etc. 


e Compare and Contrast Box: an “at-a-glance” com- 
parison of the cultural and historical differences be- 
tween the author’s time and culture and late twenti- 
eth-century Western culture. Fhis box includes 
pertinent parallels between the major scientific, po- 
litical, and cultural movements of the time or place 
the novel was written, the time or place the novel was 
set (if a historical work), and modern Western cul- 
ture. Works written after the mid-1970s may not have 
this box. 


¢ What Do I Read Next?: a list of works that might 
complement the featured novel or serve as a contrast 


highlighted sections, set apart from the main text 
as sidebars: 
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to it. This includes works by the same author and oth- 
ers, works of fiction and nonfiction, and works from 
various genres, cultures, and eras. 


¢ Study Questions: a list of potential study questions 
or research topics dealing with the novel. This sec- 
tion includes questions related to other disciplines the 
student may be studying, such as American history, 
world history, science, math, government, business, 
geography, economics, psychology, etc. 


Other Features 

NfS includes “The Informed Dialogue: Inter- 
acting with Literature,” a foreword by Anne Dev- 
ereaux Jordan, Senior Editor for Teaching and 
Learning Literature (TALL), and a founder of the 
Children’s Literature Association. This essay pro- 
vides an enlightening look at how readers interact 
with literature and how Novels for Students can 
help teachers show students how to enrich their 
own reading experiences. 


A Cumulative Author/Title Index lists the au- 
thors and titles covered in each volume of the NFS 
series. 


A Cumulative Nationality/Ethnicity Index 
breaks down the authors and titles covered in each 
volume of the NfS series by nationality and eth- 
nicity. 

A Subject/Theme Index, specific to each vol- 

-ume, provides easy reference for users who may be 
studying a particular subject or theme rather than 
a single work. Significant subjects from events to 
broad themes are included, and the entries point- 
ing to the specific theme discussions in each entry 
are indicated in boldface. 


Each entry has several illustrations, including 
photos of the author, stills from film adaptations 
(when available), maps, and/or photos of key his- 
torical events. 


Citing Novels for Students 


When writing papers, students who quote di- 
rectly from any volume of Novels for Students may 
use the following general forms. These examples 
are based on MLA style; teachers may request that 
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students adhere to a different style, so the follow- 
ing examples may be adapted as needed. 


When citing text from NfS that is not attrib- 
uted to a particular author (1.е., the Themes, Style, 
Historical Context sections, etc.), the following for- 
mat should be used in the bibliography section: 


“Night.” Novels for Students. Ed. Marie Rose 
Napierkowski. Vol. 4. Detroit: Gale, 1998. 34-5. 


When quoting the specially commissioned es- 
say from NfS (usually the first piece under the 
“Criticism” subhead), the following format should 
be used: 


Miller, Tyrus. Essay on “Winesburg, Ohio.” Novels 
for Students. Ed. Marie Rose Napierkowski. Vol. 4. 
Detroit: Gale, 1997. 218-9. 


When quoting a journal or newspaper essay 
that is reprinted in a volume of N/S, the following 
form may be used: 

Malak, Amin. “Margaret Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s 
Tale’ and the Dystopian Tradition,” in Canadian Lit- 
erature, No. 112, Spring, 1987, 9-16; excerpted and 
reprinted in Novels for Students, Vol. 4, ed. Marie 
Rose Napierkowski (Detroit: Gale, 1998), pp. 61-64. 

When quoting material reprinted from a book 
that appears in a volume of Nfs, the following form 
may be used: 

Adams, Timothy Dow. “Richard Wright: “Wearing 
the Mask,” in Telling Lies in Modern American Au- 
tobiography (University of North Carolina Press, 
1990), 69-83; excerpted and reprinted in Novels for 


Students, Vol. 4, ed. Marie Rose Napierkowski (De- 
troit: Gale, 1998), pp. 59-61. 


We Welcome Your Suggestions 

The editor of Novels for Students welcomes 
your comments and ideas. Readers who wish to 
suggest novels to appear in future volumes, or who 
have other suggestions, are cordially invited to con- 
tact the editor. You may contact the editor via e- 
mail at: CYA @gale.com. Or write to the editor at: 


Editor, Novels for Students 

Gale Research 

27500 Drake Rd. 

Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535 
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Literary Chronology 


1812: Charles Dickens is born February 7, 1812, 
at Portsea near Rochester, England. 


1816: Charlotte Bronté is born on April 21, 1816, 
to the Reverend Patrick and Maria Branwell 
Bronté. 


1847; Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre: An Autobiog- 
raphy is immediately accepted for publication 
by Smith, Elder & Co. upon its completion in 
August, 1847. 


1855: Charlotte Bronté dies of toxemia of preg- 
nancy on March 31, 1855. 


1860: Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations is 
published in the weekly series All the Year 
Round. 


1861: Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations is 
published in book form. 


1863: On April 30, 1863, the Battle of Chancel- 
lorsville begins, a Civil War event which will 
inspire Stephen Crane’s novel The Red Badge 
of Courage thirty-two years later. 


1870: Charles Dickens dies of a stroke on June 9, 
1870. He is buried in Westminster Abbey on 
June 14, 1870. The Mystery of Edwin Drood 1s 
left unfinished. 


1871: Stephen Crane is born on November 1, 1871, 
in Newark, New Jersey, the fourteenth child of 
Pastor Jonathan Townley and Mary Helen 
(Peck) Crane. 


1876: Sherwood Anderson is born in Camden, 
Ohio in 1876. 
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1895: А truncated version of Stephen Crane’s The 
Red Badge of Courage: An Episode of the Amer- 
ican Civil War appeared in the Philadelphia 
Press and the New York Press, among others in 
December 1894, before it is published fully in 
1895. 


1897: William Faulkner is born September 25, 
1897 to Murray C. and Maud Butler Falkner in 
New Albany, Mississippi. He changed the 
spelling of his surname. 


1898: Born Erich Paul Remark on June 22, 1898, 
to Peter Franz and Anna Maria Remark, in Os- 
nabriick. Remarque later took his mother’s mid- 
dle name for his own and changed the spelling 
of Remark to the French version. 


1900: Stephen Crane dies of tuberculosis on June 
5, 1900, in a sanatorium at Badenweiler, Ger- 
many. 


1914: Bernard Malamud is born in New York City 
in 1914. 


1914; Austrian archduke Francis Ferdinand and his 
wife Sophie are assassinated on June 28, 1914, 
triggering the First World War. Over 10,000,000 
soldiers lost their lives, many of them by fight- 
ing in the trench warfare depicted in Erich Maria 
Remarque’s 1928 book, All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front. 


1915: Saul Bellow is born in Lachine, Quebec, 
Canada in 1915. 
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Literary Chronology 
1919: Sherwood Anderson’s novel, Winesburg, 
Ohio is published in 1919. 


1923: Nadine Gordimer is born in Springs, South 
Africa in 1923. 


1924: James Baldwin is born in 1924 in Harlem, 
New York. 


1928: Elie Wiesel] is born in Sighet, Romania in 
1928. 


1928: Erich Maria Remarque’s Im Westen nichts 
Neues (All Quiet on the Western Front ) is se- 
rialized in Die Vossische Zeitung from Novem- 
ber 10 through December 9, 1928. It appeared 
in book form on January 31, 1929. 


1929: Born Herman Harold Potok on February 17, 
1929, in New York City, to Benjamin Max and 
Mollie Friedman Potok. He later changed his 
first name to the Hebrew Chaim. 


1929: William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury 
is published. It is one of the first novels set in 
his fictional Yoknapatawpha County. 


1939: Margaret Atwood is born in Ottawa, Canada 
in 1939. 


1940: Bobbie Ann Mason is born in Mayfield, Ken- 
tucky in 1940. 


1941: Sherwood Anderson dies in 1941. 


1941: After the December 7, 1941 bombing of 
Pearl Harbor, President Franklin Delano Roo- 
sevelt announces that the United States will en- 
ter World War II on the side of the Allied Pow- 
ers. 


1945: On April 11, 1945, Allied forces liberate 
Buchenwald, a concentration camp where thou- 
sands of Jews, homosexuals, Roma (Gypsies), 
and other enemies of the Nazis were put to 
death. The events in Elie Wiesel’s Night are 
based on his experiences in the German con- 
centration camps, including Buchenwald. 


1948: Leslie Marmon Silko is born in March, 1948 
in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 


1949; William Faulkner wins the Nobel Prize for 
Literature, which recognizes an author whose 
complete work is of the most distinguished ide- 
alistic nature in the field of literature. 

1950: Gloria Naylor is born on January 25, 1950, 
in New York City. 

1952: Bernard Malamud’s novel, The Natural, is 
published in 1952. 


1953: James Baldwin’s first novel, Go Tell It on 
the Mountain, is published to critical acclaim. 


1956: Saul Bellow’s novel, Seize the Day is pub- 
lished in 1956. 


1960: First published in Yiddish in 1956, Elie 
Wiesel’s memoir, Night is published in English. 


1962: William Faulkner dies of a heart attack in 
Byhalia, Mississippi on July 6, 1962. 


1965: The United States military sends the first 
combat troops to Vietnam in 1965. Over fifty- 
eight thousand American troops were killed be- 
fore a cease fire was reached with North Viet- 
nam in January of 1975. Bobbie Ann Mason’s 
first novel, In Country, deals with the difficult 
transition many Vietnam Veterans faced when 
returning to civilian life. 

1967: The Chosen, published in 1967, is Chaim Po- 
tok’s first novel. 


1967: Chaim Potok’s The Chosen wins the Edward 
Lewis Wallant Award, which recognizes an 
American author for a work of creative fiction 
similar to Wallant’s writing. The annual winner 
receives $250 and a framed scroll. 


1969: The Promise, Potok’s sequel to The Chosen, 
is published. 


1970: Erich Maria Remarque dies on September 
25, 1970, in Saint Agnese Hospital in Locarno, 
Switzerland. 


1976: In 1976, Saul Bellow wins the Nobel Prize 
for Literature. 


1977: Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel, Ceremony is 
published in 1977. 

1981: Nadine Gordimer’s novel July’s People is 
published in 1981. 

1982: Gloria Naylor’s first novel, The Women of 
Brewster Place, is published in 1982. 

1983: Gloria Naylor’s first novel, The Women of 
Brewster Place, wins the American Book 
Award for Best First Novel in 1983. 

1985: Margaret Atwood’s novel, The Handmaid’s 
Tale is published in 1985. 


1985: Bobbie Ann Mason’s first novel, In Coun- 
try, is published in 1985. 


1986: Bernard Malamud dies in 1986. 


1986: Elie Wiesel wins the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1986. 


1987: James Baldwin dies of cancer at his house 
in southern France in 1987. 


1990: Saul Bellow wins the National Book Foun- 
dation Medal for distinguished contribution to 
American letters in 1990. 
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The editors wish to thank the copyright hold- 
ers of the excerpted criticism included in this vol- 
ume and the permissions managers of many book 
and magazine publishing companies for assisting 
us in securing reproduction rights. We are also 
grateful to the staffs of the Detroit Public Library, 
the Library of Congress, the University of Detroit 
Mercy Library, Wayne State University 
Purdy/Kresge Library Complex, and the University 
of Michigan Libraries for making their resources 
available to us. Following is a list of the copyright 
holders who have granted us permission to repro- 
duce material in this volume of NFS. Every effort 
has been made to trace copyright, but if omissions 
have been made, please let us know. 


COPYRIGHTED EXCERPTS IN NFS, 
VOLUME 4, WERE REPRODUCED FROM 
THE FOLLOWING PERIODICALS: 


American Literature, vy. 62, December, 1990. 
Copyright 1990, Duke University Press. Reprinted 
with permission.—Black American Literature Fo- 
rum, v. 24, Spring, 1990 for “Dream, Deferral, and 
Closure in “The Women of Brewster Place’” by Jill 
M. Matus. Reproduced by permission.— Canadian 
Literature, Spring, 1987, for Margaret Atwood’s 
‘The Handmaid’s Tale’ and the Dystopian Tradi- 
tion” by Amin Malak. Reproduced by permission 
of the author—The Christian Century, v. 104, 
November 4, 1987. Reproduced by permission.— 
CLA Journal, v. XIV, June, 1971. Copyright, 1971 
by The College Language Association. Used by 
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permission of The College Language Associa- 
tion.— Dickens Studies Annual, v. 1, 1970. Copy- 
right (c) 1970 by Southern Illinois University Press. 
All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission of 
AMS Press, Inc.—English Studies, v. 57, June, 
1976. (c) 1976 by Swets & Zeitlinger B. V. Re- 
produced by permission.—The Explicator, v. 43, 
Winter, 1985. Copyright (c) 1985 Helen Dwight 
Reid Educational Foundation. Reproduced with 
permission of the Helen Dwight Reid Educational 
Foundation, published by Heldref Publications, 
1319 18th Street, NW, Washington, DC 20036- 
1802.— Massachusetts Studies in English, v. III, 
Fall, 1972 for “The Character of Estella in ‘Great 
Expectations’ ” by Lucille P. Shores. Copyright (с) 
1972 by Lucille P. Shores. Reproduced by permis- 
sion of the author.—Melus, v. 12, Spring, 1985; v. 
15, Spring, 1988. Copyright, MELUS, The Society 
for the Study of Multi-Ethnic Literature of the 
United States, 1985, 1988. Both reproduced by per- 
mission.—Modern Fiction Studies, v. XTi, Sum- 
mer, 1967. (c) 1967. Reproduced by permission of 
The Johns Hopkins University Press —MOSAIC: 
A Journal for the Comparative Study of Litera- 
ture and Ideas, v. VII, Fall, 1973. (c) MOSAIC, 
1973. Acknowledgment of previous publication is 
herewith made.—The Nation, New York, v. 262, 
February 26, 1996. (c) 1996 The Nation magazine/ 
The Nation Company, Inc. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.—South Atlantic Review, v. 56, May, 1991. 
Copyright (c) 1991 by the South Atlantic Modern 
Language Association. Reproduced by permis- 
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sion.—The Southern Literary Journal, v. XXII, 
Spring, 1990. Copyright 1990 by the Department 
of English, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. Reproduced by permission. World Literature 
Written in English, v. 24, Autumn, 1984. Repro- 
duced by permission.—Studies in American Fic- 
tion, v. 9, Autumn, 1981. Copyright (c) 1981 
Northeastern University. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.—Studies in the Novel, v. XX, Summer, 1988; 
v. XXIV, Winter, 1992. Copyright 1988, 1992 by 
North Texas State University. Both reproduced by 
permission.—The Yale Review, v. LXVI, Decem- 
ber, 1976 for “Courage and Convention: The Red 
Badge of Courage” by Paul Breslin. Copyright 
1975, by Yale University. Reproduced by permis- 
sion of the author. 


COPYRIGHTED EXCERPTS IN NFS, 
VOLUME 4, WERE REPRODUCED FROM 
THE FOLLOWING BOOKS: 


Allen, Shirley S. From James Baldwin: A 
Critical Evaluation. Edited by Therman B. O’- 
Daniel. Howard University Press, 1977. Copyright 
(c) 1977 by the College Language Association. Re- 
produced by permission of the publisher.—Bawer, 
Bruce. From Diminishing Fictions: Essays on the 
Modern American Novel and Its Critics. Graywolf 
Press, 1988. Reproduced by permission of the au- 
thor.—Bawer, Bruce. From The Aspect of Eter- 
nity: Essays by Bruce Bawer. Graywolf Press, 
1993. Reproduced by permission of the author.— 
Hamaoui, Lea. From Elie Wiesel: Between Mem- 
ory and Hope. Edited by Carol Rittner. New York 
University Press, 1990. Copyright (c) 1990 by New 
York University. Reproduced by permission.—Oz- 
ick, Cynthia. From “Saul Bellows’s ‘Broadway’,” 
in Fame & Folly. Knopf, 1996. Copyright (c) 1996 
by Cynthia Ozick. Reproduced by permission of 
Alfred A. Knopf Inc and Raines & Raines, on be- 
half of the author —Turner, III, Frederick W. From 
Bernard Malamud and the Critics. Edited with an 
introduction by Leslie A. Field and Joyce W. Field. 
New York University Press, 1970. Copyright (c), 
1970 by New York University. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—Visser, Nicholas. From Rendering 
Things Visible: Essays on South African Literary 
Culture. Edited by Martin Trump. Ohio University 
Press, 1990. (c) Martin Trump, 1990. All rights re- 
served. Reproduced by permission.—Wasserman, 
Earl R. From Bernard Malamud and the Critics. 
Edited with an introduction by Leslie A. Field and 
Joyce W. Field. New York University Press, 1970. 
Copyright (c), 1970 by New York University. Re- 
produced by permission.—Wood, Diane S. From 
“Bradbury and Atwood: Exile as Rational Deci- 
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sion,” in The Literature of Emigration and Exile. 
Edited by James Whitlark and Wendall Aycock. 
Texas Tech University Press, 1992. Copyright 1992 
Texas Tech University Press. All rights reserved. 
Reproduced by permission of the publisher. 


PHOTOGRAPHS AND ILLUSTRATIONS 
APPEARING IN NFS, VOLUME 4, WERE 
RECEIVED FROM THE FOLLOWING 
SOURCES: 


Haworth Village, home of the Bronte family, 
19th century, engraving.—Man standing with top 
hat in hand, and an elderly woman, seated, illus- 
tration by Frederic W. Pailthorpe. From Great Ex- 
pectations, by Charles Dickens. Dodd, Mead & 
Company, 1942.—Child refugees fleeing a torched 
camp, 1991, South Africa, photograph. AP/Wide 
World Photos. Reproduced by permission.— 
Crowds outside Abysinnian Baptist Church, pho- 
tograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by 
permission.—“March for Life” Demonstration, 
photgraph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by 
permission.—Navajo medicine man at dedication 
ceremony, photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. 
Reproduced by permission.—Naylor, Gloria, pho- 
tograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by 
permission.—Remarque, Erich Maria (with dog), 
photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced 
by permission——Vietnam Veterans Memorial, 
photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced 
by permission.—Anderson, Sherwood, photo- 
graph. Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—Baldwin, James, photograph. Archive 
Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.—Benson, 
Robby and Barry Miller, in the film “The Chosen”, 
photograph. Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by 
permission.—Bronte, Charlotte (engraved accord- 
ing to an act of Congress), 1873, engraving. 
Archive Photos/Kean. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.— Busy New York City street scene, photo- 
graph. Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—— Fontaine, Joan and Orson Welles in the 
film “Jane Eyre,”, 1944, photograph. Archive Pho- 
tos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.—Jewish 
women and children, en route to Auschwitz, pho- 
tograph. (c) Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by 
permission.—Oliver E. Almis’s Dairy Farm in 
Power, North Dakota, photograph. From the Potter 
Collection/Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by 
permission.—South African policeman, (wielding 
a whip), photograph. (c) Archive Photos, Inc. Re- 
produced by permission.—Street scene of 5th Av- 
enue in Clinton, Ohio in 1936, photograph. Archive 
Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.— Wiesel, 
Elie, photograph by Nancy Rica Schiff. Archive 


Novels Students 


for 


Photos, Inc. Reproduced by регтіѕѕіоп.— 
Gordimer, Nadine (in corduroy shirt), photograph 
by Jerry Bauer. (c) Jerry Bauer. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—Mason, Bobbie Anne, photograph by 
Jerry Bauer. (c) Jerry Bauer. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—Potok, Chaim, photograph by Jerry 
Bauer. (c) Jerry Bauer. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.—American troops during World War I gas 
attack, 1918, France, photograph. Corbis- 
Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.—Battle of 
Chancellorsville, May 3, 1863, lithograph by Cur- 
rier and Ives. Corbis-Bettman. Reproduced by per- 
mission.—Brynner, Yul and Joanne Woodward, in 
the film “The Sound and the Fury”, 1959, photo- 
graph. Springer/Corbis-Bettmann. Reproduced by 
permission.—Faulkner, William (with Eddie Ar- 
caro at Kentucky Derby), 1955, photograph. 
UPI/Corbis-Bettmann. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.—Harlem, New York, photograph. UPI/Cor- 
bis-Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.—Has- 
sidim dancing at the Western Wall, 1973, 
Jerusalem, photograph. UPI/Corbis-Bettmann. Re- 
produced by permission.—Scene from film “Red 
Badge of Courage” (older soldier marching with 
younger), photograph. Springer/Corbis-Bettmann. 
Reproduced by permission.—Wager, Anthony, as 
Magwich, grabbing Pip, in the film “Great Expec- 
tations,” 1946, photograph. Springer/Corbis- 
Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.—Redford, 
Robert, in the film “The Natural,” 1984, photo- 
graph. The Kobal Collection. Reproduced by per- 
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mission.—Thomas, Richard (in the trenches) in the 
television movie “All Quiet on the Western Front”, 
1979, photograph. The Kobal Collection. Repro- 
duced by permission.—Willis, Bruce and Emily 
Lloyd in the film “In Country,”, 1989, photograph. 
The Kobal Collection. Reproduced by permis- 
sion.—Winfrey, Oprah, starring in film “The 
Women of Brewster Place”, photograph. The Kobal 
Collection. Reproduced by permission.—Atwood, 
Margaret, photograph. The Library of Congress.— 
Bellow, Saul (seated on chair arm), photograph. 
The Library of Congress.—Crane, Stephen (wear- 
iung dark suit, hair parted down center), photo- 
graph. The Library of Congress.—Dickens, 
Charles, photograph. The Library of Congress.— 
Faulkner, William, photograph by Carl Van 
Vechten. The Library of Congress.—Malamud, 
Bernard, photograph. The Library of Congress.— 
Ruth, Babe (in uniform), photograph. The Library 
of Congress.—Urban decay, broken windows, 
street corner (“Mike’s Cut-Rate’’), photograph. The 
Library of Congress.—Prisoners of war on the 
Bataan Death March, 1942, photograph. National 
Archives and Records Administration.—Wiesel, 
Elie (with fellow inmates, Buchenwald, Germany), 
photograph. National Archives and Records Ad- 
ministration—Woman of the Laguna Pueblo 
(holding jar), photograph. National Archives and 
Records Admuinistration.—Silko, Leslie Marmon 
(looking right, in black shirt), photograph by Robyn 
McDaniels. (c) Robyn McDaniels. 
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Published in 1929, All Quiet on the Western Front 
masterfully depicts the horror of war. Erich Maria 
Remarque based the book on his own experience 
as a young infantryman in the German army dur- 
ing World War I, and was partially influenced by 
Henri Barbusse’s “Le Feu Journal d’une Es- 
couade,” (1916) a war novel published while the 
war was still being fought. His avowed purpose in 
writing the novel was “to report on a generation 
that was destroyed by the war—even when it es- 
caped the shells.” More than a million copies of the 
book were sold in Germany the first year it ap- 
peared, followed by millions more when translated 
and distributed in the other nations. However, Nazi 
Germany took away Remarque’s citizenship in 
1938. Later on, he became a citizen of Switzerland 
and the United States. Though Remarque published 
ten novels and various screenplays, he was known 
primarily as the author of this novel. 


The story is about a lost generation, as seen 
through the eyes of Paul Baumer, a nineteen-year- 
old German volunteer, during the last two years of 
World War I. The book alternates between periods 
at the Western front and peaceful interludes, horri- 
fying battles and scenes of young comrades pass- 
ing time together, episodes in the field hospital and 
at home on furlough. Fresh out of high school, Paul 
and his classmates idealistically enter military ser- 
vice, but the realities of war soon transform Paul 
and his comrades into “old folk” and “wild beasts.” 
War destroys these men: their hope in a seemingly 
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hopeless situation attests ta the endurance of the 
human spirit. 


In his vivid chronicling of the infantryman’s 
view of the German éexpenence in this century, the 
book found a major audience in non-Gennan read- 
ers; Remarque’s episodic style and use of both the 
first person and present tense endowed the novel, 
published in German as im Westen nichis Neues, 
with an eyewitness authenucity and added to its en- 
dunng appeal. 





Author Biography 


Ench Mana Remarque is considered one of the 
most significant war novelists in contemporary lit- 
erature. In his works, he displayed his concern for 
the physical and spiritual effects of the First World 
War on a generavion in Germany. Bom in Os- 
nabruck, Germany an June 22, 1908, Remarque 
came from a poor family; his father, Peter Franz 
Remark, was a bookbinder who supported Ench, 
his mother Anna Maria, and two sisters. The wnter 
took the name of his mother and the spelling of his 
family name, Remarque, from his French ances- 
tors. At school, he clashed with authorities (whom 
he later criticized in his character Kantorek). Re- 
marque began wmiting at sixteen years of age and 
published his essays, poems, and an eariy novel 
later n Die Traumbude or “The Dream Room.” 
(1920) Though he began training as an elementary 
school teacher at the University of Munster, he was 
unable ta finish, since he was drafted at the age of 
nineleen info the German army to serve on the 
Western front. Wounded five times, Remarque, like 
his protagonist, Paul Bäumer, swallowed poison 
gas and sustained injury to his lungs. Both visited 
their mother, to whom they were close, during 
leave. The similarity ends there, of course, since 
Baumer makes the ultimate sacrifice. However, 
shortly after Remarque returned nome from duty, 
his mother passed away in September, 1917. 


Only months earlier, Remarque participated in 
the Battle of Flanders against the British. While 
carrying a wounded comrade back from the attack, 
he suffered shrapnel wounds that sent him ta a hos- 
pital in Germany. He spent most of the war recu- 
perating, writing music, and working on Die 
Trawmbude. After his discharge in 1918, he suf- 
fered postwar trauma and disillusionment, compli- 
cated by regret that his wounds ended his hopes for 
a career a5 a concert pianist as well as by grief over 
his mother’s death. He worked in a vanety of po- 
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sitions ranging from an itinerant peddler and or- 
ganist 1n an insane asylum to an advertising copy- 
writer. He then moved to Berlin in 1925, where he 
wrote about car races in and edited the magazine 
Sport im Bild while continuing to write fiction. Re- 
Inarque mamed a dancer, Jutta Zambona. Drawn 
to local social events, he developed a reputation for 
high living. 


im Westen nichis Neues (literally “In the West, 
nothing new’’), his first and most famous work of 
fiction, was written in five weeks in 1927. Fol- 
lowing serial publication in a magazine, the book 
was published in January 1929. The publishers 
were initially skeptical of the postwar reaction to 
the book, wondering if readers were still interested 
in World War I. However, a half million copies 
were sold in Germany within three months. After 
eighteen months, the worldwide sales totalled 
three-and-a-half million copies. 


With achieving fame and fortune, Remarque 
began to live an upscale Jifestyle. He bought a Lan- 
cla convertible and moved to Casa Remarque in 
Porto Ronco, on Switzerland's Lake Maggiore. He 
ended his marriage but still lived with his wife. 
Though he hved among priceless paintings and an- 
uque Egyptian artifacts, Remarque was unable to 
avoid the hatred against him by a new force in his 
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native country. In 1933, the National Socialist Party 
came to power in Germany. Hitler’s propagandist, 
Josef Goebbels, plotted to punish the writer for his 
anti-war sentiments. In the Obernplatz, facing 
Berlin’s opera house, Goebbels burned Remarque’s 
book and the film that was based on it along with 
books by Thomas Mann, Ernest Hemingway, 
James Joyce, Maxim Gorki, Bertolt Brecht, and Al- 
bert Einstein. Shortly before Hitler invaded Poland, 
Remarque fled the Gestapo by escaping through 
France and sailing to America on the Queen Mary. 
Unfortunately, his sister was murdered by the 
Nazis, for which he felt personally guilty for the 
rest of his life. 


When Remarque arrived in New York, he was 
a literary star. Along with other writers in self-im- 
posed exile, he continued to write about the war, 
worked for various movie studios, and settled in a 
colony of German expatriates in west Los Angeles 
until 1942. Remarque became a U.S. citizen in 
1947 and married actress Paulette Goddard in 1958. 
After 1960, he spent more and more time in Italy 
and returned less often to the U.S. He was awarded 
the Great Order of Merit of Germany. He wrote ten 
books after his best seller, but none of them re- 
ceived the acclaim of All Quiet. A sequel, The Road 
Back, recounts the collapse of the German army 
and the efforts of returning soldiers to adjust to 
civilian life. 

Remarque died of a heart attack on Sept. 24, 
1970 in Locarno, Switzerland. In Germany, he was 
described as a successful writer of pulp love sto- 
ries and popular thrillers but was recognized abroad 
as the chronicler of German destiny from 1914 
through 1945. Above all, he was lauded as the 
writer of All Quiet on the Western Front. 


Plot Summarv 


Part I—Behind the Lines 

All Quiet on the Western Front is the story of 
a young German foot soldier, Paul Baumer, during 
the waning days of the First World War. Since Paul 
narrates his story—which consists of a series of 
short episodes—in the first person and in present 
tense, the novel has the feel of a diary, with entries 
on everyday life interspersed with horrifying bat- 
tle episodes. 

We find that Paul joined the army with his 
classmates Miiller, Kropp, and Leer at the urging 
of their schoolmaster. In the first section, Paul also 
introduces his friends Tjaden, Westhus, and 
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Katczinski, called Kat. At forty, Kat is the oldest 
of the soldiers and is skilled in the practicalities of 
life. As the book opens, the solders concern them- 
selves with food, cigarettes and thoughts of home. 


While resting, Baumer and his friends decide 
to visit Kemmerich, a wounded comrade, at the 
field hospital. They discover that he has had his leg 
amputated and that he is dying. Although they are 
concerned with Kemmerich’s pain, they are more 
concerned with what will become of his boots. 
Miller, in particular, covets the soft leather. Paul 
explains to the reader that Miiller would go to any 
lengths to save a comrade’s life; but it 1s clear that 
Kemmerich will die and “good boots are scarce.” 


Frequently during the rest period, Paul’s 
thoughts turn back to his days at school and to the 
lofty, philosophical ideals he and his classmates 
learned. However, nothing that he learned in school 
or in basic training have prepared him for life at 
the front. He attributes his survival not to his edu- 
cation, but to pure animal instinct. Paul contrasts 
his former life to the harsh, emotion-numbing con- 
ditions he now endures. 


When the soldiers’ rest comes to an end, they 
are sent to the front on wiring detail. Their job is 
to string barbed wire along the German lines. Paul 
and Kat are caught in a large battle. In graphic de- 
tail, Paul describes the trenches, the shelling, the 
screams of wounded horses and men, the poison 
gas attack, and the rain that drenches everything. 


After a brief respite behind the lines during 
which the soldiers eat roast goose, smoke cigars, 
and talk of what they will do after the war, the men 
return to the front. This time they are sent up two 
days earlier than usual due to the rumor of a large 
offensive. In the trenches, morale is low and be- 
comes lower as German shells fall on their own 
lines. Paul describes the tension and the horror of 
a major battle, with the confusion, the noise, and 
death turning the soldiers into numbed, unthinking 
machines. 


Part II—On Leave 


After the battle, Paul receives leave to visit 
home. His friends Kropp and Kat see him off, and 
Paul starts his journey. As he travels by train, he 
looks at the landscape, at once so normal and, at 
the same time, so changed. 


At home, he finds his sister cooking and his 
mother ill with cancer. For the first time, Paul dis- 
solves into tears as his emotions overwhelm him. 
Even when he recovers and is able to speak, he 
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finds that he is unable to answer his family’s ques- 
tions about his experiences at the front. 


Throughout his leave, Paul finds himself un- 
able to get along with his family and friends. His 
father takes him to a pub and urges Paul to share 
detailed descriptions of the fighting with the older 
men there. Paul cannot do this. In addition, the 
noises of everyday life startle and frighten him. 
When he visits his old room at home, he feels a 
gulf open between himself and the person he was 
before the leave. 


In the final scene of his leave, Paul bids 
farewell to his mother. Both know they will never 
see each other again. Later the same night, as Paul 
lies in his bed, he knows he should never have come 
home. “Out there I was indifferent and often hope- 
less,” he thinks, knowing he will never be so again. 
“I was a soldier, and now I am nothing but an agony 
for myself, for my mother, for everything that is 
comfortless and without an end.” 


Part III —The Return to the Front 

After Paul’s return to the front, he feels him- 
self more strongly attached to his friends than ever. 
They alone can understand what he has endured. 
Consequently, he volunteers to go on a patrol with 
them. Separated from the others in the dark, Paul 
finds himself suddenly paralyzed with fear as an- 
other battle begins. He throws himself into a shell 
crater for protection. Almost immediately, a French 
soldier jumps in on top of him. Paul stabs the 
Frenchman and then spends the rest of the night 
and the whole next day watching him die slowly 
and in great pain. It is the first time Paul has killed 
with his hands, and the man’s dying is excruciat- 
ing for Paul to witness. He tries to help his victim, 
but to no avail. Remorse fills Paul and he thinks of 
the man’s wife and life at home. Eventually, Kropp 
and Kat find Paul and rescue him. 


The men are next assigned to guard a deserted 
town where they loot houses and have a grand feast. 
However, as they leave the village, both Kropp and 
Paul are wounded. 


In the subsequent weeks in the hospital, 
Kropp’s leg is amputated and Paul’s wounds heal. 
Eventually, Kropp is sent home, and Paul returns 
to the front. It is now 1918, and the days blend to- 
gether in bombardment, death, and defeat. The Ger- 
man troops, tired and hungry, lose ground daily to 
the fresh American troops. Paul and Kat are the last 
two alive of the original group; and then the day 
comes when Kat is wounded. As Paul carries Kat 
to look for medical help, a shell fragment hits the 
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older man in the skull, instantly killing him. Paul 
is alone. 


Part IV—Conclusion 
It is now the autumn of 1918. The war is wind- 

ing down and Paul, recovering from a gas attack, 
knows that the armistice will come soon and that 
he will go home. He reflects on what it means to 
go home, not only for himself, but for all of those 
of his generation: 

Had we returned home in 1916, out of the suffering 

and the strength of our experience we might have un- 

leashed a storm. Now if we go back we will be weary, 


broken, burnt out, rootless, and without hope. We will 
not be able to find our way any more. 


And men will not understand us—for the generation 
that grew up before us, though it has passed these 
years with us already had a home and a calling; now 
it will return to its old occupations, and the war will 
be forgotten—and the generation that has grown up 
after us will be strange to us and push us aside. We 
will be superfluous even to ourselves, we will grow 
older, a few will adapt themselves, some others will 
merely submit, and most will be bewildered;—the 
years will pass by and in the end we shall fall into 
ruin... 


I am very quiet. Let the months and years come, they 
can take nothing from me, they can take nothing 
more. J am so alone, and so without hope that I can 
confront them without fear. 

These are Paul’s last thoughts. The book shifts 
abruptly and the next page opens with a new nar- 
rator who takes over the story for the final two para- 
graphs. It is this voice that tells us of Paul Bäumer’ s 
death in October of 1918, on a “day that was so 
quiet and still on the whole front that the army re- 
port confined itself to the single sentence: Ali quiet 
on the Western Front.” 


Characters 





Paul Baumer 

The sensitive twenty-year-old narrator (he has 
written poems and a play called “Saul”) reaches 
manhood through three years of service as a sol- 
dier in the second company of the German army 
during World War I. His loss of innocence during 
the cataclysm 1s the focus of the author’s anti-war 
sentiment. If one views this book as a roman a clef 
(a thinly veiled autobiographical novel), he is 
telling the basic story of Erich Maria Remarque. 
Although he feels cut off and alienated from past 
values two years after the war begins, Paul is com- 
passionate to his dying friends. In camaraderie, the 
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author suggests, is salvation. One by one, Paul sees 
his comrades die; he also stabs a French soldier, a 
death that torments him profoundly. He is killed by 
a stray bullet just before the declaration of the 
armistice. Critics differ on the degree to which 
Bäumer is Remarque, but the general consensus is 
that Paul Bäumer is foremost a fictional creation 
who recounts a story that evokes the absurdity of 
war, 


Lt. Bertinck 


He is the company commander and 15 regarded 
as a magnificent front-line officer. His heroism is 
shown through his knocking out an advancing 
flame thrower. 


Detering 

He is a peasant from Oldenburg, who worries 
about his wife alone in their farm. He grows par- 
ticularly nostalgic when the cherry blossoms are in 
bloom, and he hates to hear the horses bellowing 
in agony. After he deserts, he is captured and never 
heard from again. As in the case of most of the 
characters in the novel, he is another example of 
someone without a future who simply exists in a 
meaningless world. 


Gérard Duval 


Lying in a shell hole durmg a bombardment, 
Paul suddenly finds the French soldier Gérard Du- 
val on top of him. Instinctively Paul kills Duval, a 
typesetter in civilian life, by knifing him to death. 
The soldier’s demise is slow and painful, and, over- 
come by guilt, Paul tries to ease his suffering. Af- 
ter the Frenchman dies, he searches his wallet for 
an address and finds letters and pictures of his wife 
and child. 


Kantorek 


The patriotic schoolteacher, who instructs Paul 
and his twenty classmates to sign up for military 
duty, typifies the many such teachers in Germany 
during World War I. While their idealism was sin- 
cere, it was also misguided. Paul expresses his rage 
at Kantorek’s unrealistic view of war that proved 
dangerous and fatal to most of his class, the “Iron 
Youth,” as Kantorek calls them. Instead, Paul 
wishes that Kantorek had guided them to a life of 
maturity and constructive actions. As a member of 
the local reserves, he is a poor soldier. 


Kat 
See Stanislaus Katczinsky. 
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e All Quiet on the Western Front was adapted as 
a film in 1930 by Lewis Milestone, who won an 
Academy Award for his direction. The movie, 
which won the Academy Award for Best Pic- 
ture of the year despite controversy in both the 
United States and Germany, starred Lew Ayres, 
John Wray, and Louis Wolheim and is available 
from MCA/Universal Home Video, 


the Western 






Media 
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e The film was remade into a television movie in 
1979. Directed by Delbert Mann and produced 
by Norman Rosemont, it starred Richard 
Thomas, Donald Pleasence, Ernest Borgnine, 
and Patricia Neal and is available from CBS/Fox 
Video. 


e A recording was produced by Prince Frederick, 
with Frank Muller narrating, 1994, five cas- 
settes. 





Stanislaus Katczinsky 

Nicknamed “Kat,” Katczinsky is one of the 
main characters of the novel. A forty-year-old re- 
servist, he is an experienced man who is unselfish 
to his fellow soldiers and also seems to have a sixth 
sense for food, danger, and soft jobs. Kat serves as 
a tutor and father figure to Paul and the others, who 
depend on him for humor. He eases their minds 
during the bombardment. 


Franz Kemmerich 

A childhood frend of Paul Baumer, Kem- 
merich longs to be a forester. Unfortunately, his 
dreams are dashed by the war, where he undergoes 
a leg amputation and then dies. He is Paul’s first 
eyewitness experience with personal loss. 


Albert Kropp 

Kropp is the best student in Paul’s class and 
joins him in rebelling against Himmelstoss. When 
he has to have part of his leg amputated, he threat- 
ens to kill himself. Eventually, with the help of his 
comrades, he resigns himself to his new condition 
and accepts an artificial limb. 


Fipa rrap 





и 


p- ra 


ul! fect the PE owe All inet on ie Weer bron norme Kirkir Paces 


Muller 


Маз кь а pig ч)Ш#ы:т whe Cnn a 
Ge. eu. el an a aam Crit ye ihe wir 
Hennes Aemme a an E Hg дз ле 
gi daib abh e рген atin wind, ы 
wili ite bois to Pal 


Poult mother 

She oo el ee ecg om) bong- u lerne 
ewer why peit t me Paul wha ht peed, im- 
«Мйне рз et е сне Бегре раат, ап wann 
= оой шпагай На а=: арыга bome ct leave, 
Ыш uii Bs hr hide io fa pres ier Oomer fo 
mr welia. She kap ees (ЕЛЕП Г ЕНСЕ 
тас аги р зп} кп йлн Нора. 


Пейн n 

T rhen Къ эй "ышт wiih whom Peed eres 
Whon Ay ep tee, eros cee fe hy тейге Ат сда 
oll a осебе заь 18 атат Б Ке Барате. Рац! 
СичысгыЕн-ь ань арага аа Гыл тині а ыға 
занї Бааны pee eel ihe ne hr Popeyes 
wuh FPrnr Keowee h 


Гайеп 


Нь = а йа пава qe тЫ | seh? wall an 
[ae eine A bea kiamah, fha аъ ъи 


ale do pieveni himsel) Pom bee мале emi ry 
таса еъ тить зась Аар. Н Гев Ha 
washed һу somè СЇ кета aad prén ш 
аррар д йо сгилтеп рик Fjalen ià TT їл 
whip hir 


Hate Westitus 

Hine prefera miliary заса несе кєз Наа сжат 
а> а. а рентхнроег, Нерапр а Бесс а + аре 
ренасъгтат, He digi АЕ твата liom a Back 
wond., 





fadividual is, Machine 

The pannei wan i ont rl tlie [жм 
Remarque эи аш. дл Аһ күчүү peenaa guek |i 
Шш аһан тен: гач of emih warfare Parl 
Boucher. nese fren Useerert bol al fet he gene eg 
of fee ive a ate ШЇЇ Кн Би! rutil bira 
титан М ther frente oon Fromo hie рс у 
itaim thin living а ify inne has Hise sew che ve gl 
GMa prpers да б ОШ Бш Kare fs qondi 
боне Те Пе, запра на A pi iian Wl A a i 
1st arul hery итий пий бин" гү, [е errin ermal jrk 








т аве fom a E л ч.н 


All 


refuge in trenches that were no match for the kind 
of warfare waged. As more and more of his com- 
rades are killed, Bäumer sees that death comes 
from afar in the artillery shells and the bombs, and 
as the trenches offer less and less refuge from the 
other side’s new tanks and airplanes and its bet- 
ter guns, survival becomes little more than a 
chance. 


Thus, the theme of All Quiet on the Western 
Front is the individual’s struggle against forces be- 
yond his control: technology, institutions, politics, 
social conventions, disease, and death. The soldiers 
become automata, trying to avoid death more than 
actually fighting. Rapid changes of scene take the 
reader to the front—sheltering from shell-fire in a 
cemetery, under gas attack, behind the lines—on 
leave to a Germany that cannot conceive of life at 
the front, into contact with Russian POWs, and to 
the hospital, where the consequences of war are 
among the severest and clearest. The increasingly 
condensed final chapters show the young German 
troops defeated in the field, clearly unable to win 
in the face of livelier and better fed Allied troops, 
and Baumer dies before the actual armistice. His 
death in the end, the author seems to say, is not 
even worth reporting. 


The atmosphere of death, the callousness of 
Miiller’s request for Kenneth’s boots, the theft of 
his watch, and the eagerness of a soldier to ex- 
change cigarettes for morphine to aid a dying sol- 
dier add to the theme of the absurdity of modern 
existence, where man is forced to combat imper- 
sonal mechanistic forces. 


Friendship 


The one element that retains its positive value 
in the novel is friendship between the comrades. 
A difference in generation developed, and ties be- 
tween the young soldiers solidified. Carl Zuck- 
mayer, a playwright and friend of Remarque, 
writes in A Part of Myself, “The heroic gestures of 
the volunteers was barred to Erich Maria Remar- 
que and his age group; they had to sweat out their 
normal time in school and then be unwillingly 
drafted, drilled, and harassed, and they went into 
the field without illusions, for they had some 
inkling of the horrors that awaited them there. For 
us the brief training period was a strenuous but 
also an amusing transition, a great joke, much as 
if we were playing parts in a highly realistic mil- 
itary comedy.” 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Compare the soldier’s viewpoint in The Red 
Badge of Courage with All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front. Examine the similarities and differ- 
ences of battle in the Civil War and World War 
I. Compare as well the quality of camaraderie, 
as presented by Stephen Crane and Erich Maria 
Remarque. 


e Analyze the historical events of World War I in 
relation to Paul Baiimer’s personal history, and 
how his life reflects the changes taking place 
around him: the military force of Germany, its 
bravado and destruction, the tyranny of school- 
teachers and other influential adults, and the in- 
sanity of modern warfare. 





e Explain why Remarque expressed pity for the 
post-World War I “lost generation.” 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Paul retreats from civilian life into the isolated 
world of the soldier. Following his leave, he 
grieves over his second departure to the front, 
which separates him from his mother. He is sad to 
lose his friends. In the same vein, the wistful, ele- 
giac mood persists in the novel in the allusions to 
the lost generation. Paul accepts the fact that his 
generation is burned out and emotionally stifled. 
During his guard duty, he sees men scurry in ter- 
ror in a rat-infested trench as they hide next to ca- 
davers of their comrades. Chapter 12, the last, is 
a compelling existential cry of abandonment. Paul 
perceives his generation as “weary, broken, burnt 
out, rootless, and without hope.” Against a red 
rowan tree, he sees nature through new, objective 
eyes. “I am so alone,” he concludes, lacking a will 
to live. 


When Bäumer returns home on leave, he is un- 
able to identify with memories of his youth nor un- 
derstand the patriotic enthusiasm of the older gen- 
eration. The lost generation essentially includes the 
students whose youth is cut short and ruined by 
war. 
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Point of View 


Remarque has been praised for the simple, di- 
rect language of his war novels in contrast to their 
often violent subject matter; he is also acknowl- 
edged for his ability to create moving, realistic 
characters and situations. His prose style is punc- 
tuated with fragmented narrative passages that mir- 
ror Paul’s often disoriented state of mind. The plot 
moves in a “bildungsroman” format, demonstrat- 
ing a young man’s personal development. There are 
impressionist details that move in tableau fashion. 
Remarque’s choice of a first-person narrator does, 
however, create one possible problem: the two con- 
cluding paragraphs have to stem from a new, ap- 
parently omniscient third-person narrator whose in- 
tervention is needed after the death of the 
first-person narrator. The story does not suffer from 
this change of viewpoint or from the absence of 
any explanation of the mechanics by which it came 
to be set down. 


The narrative stance provides Remarque with 
a realistic context for a naive and simple style, 
which is part of the novel’s popular appeal, as well 
as a fragmented, uncoordinated syntax and use of 
the present tense, a form that reflects immediacy; 
these features thus became part of the famous 
‘frog’s eye view’ of the war. He is able to com- 
ment on events through Paul Bäumer himself—and 
through him of the other characters—without the 
need to provide an omniscient narrative perspec- 
tive: indeed with a requirement not to do so. Style 
and point of view are matched, and both reflect the 
incomprehensibility of war. 


Structure 


Narrative viewpoint and the focus on the cen- 
tral character are also closely linked with structure. 
The work is divided into small sections, separated 
by asterisks. This feature makes it easier to read 
but it also makes for a realistic effect—that of a 
journal entry or a brief conversation. The novel op- 
erates structurally, in fact, on an alternation be- 
tween the cruelty and despair of the battle scenes, 
and a gradual return to life during periods in re- 
serve. The book is divided into short episodes and 
has a heavy reliance on conversation, characteris- 
tic of Remarque’s style in general. 


Description alternates with speculative pas- 
sages by Baumer, and there are inconclusive dis- 
cussions on the futility of the whole war. There are 
no historical details, certainly no heroics, and not 
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even a real enemy except death, although Baumer 
is forced to kill an equally terrified Frenchman. 


Setting 

Though the novel is set during World War I, 
in the northern Belgian border between Langemark 
and Bixschoote, Flanders, Remarque does not re- 
ally present the conflict of a war between the Ger- 
mans and Allied forces. The battles are almost 
never identified and dates are rarely given; he 
writes of “the troops over there” more often than 
he does of specific nationalities, for they are not 
the real enemy. Speaking in a foxhole in no-man’s 
land to the Frenchman he has killed, Paul blames 
the carnage on the desire for profit and on “national 
interest” as defined by authorities and institutions 
on both sides. 


Imagery 

The symbols in the novel are mundane yet 
striking: for example, the soldiers’ boots, which 
pass from one man to the next as each man dies 
violently; and potato cakes, which represent home 
and comfort to Paul. Indeed, the boots pass from 
Kemmerich to Miiller to Tjaden to Paul (and thus 
foreshadow his death). For Baumer, the trenches 
represent the antithesis of the fragile, gentle, and 
ever-present beauty of nature, the “lost world of 
beauty.” On the other hand, nature, in the form of 
butterflies and poplar trees, provides Paul with a 
reminder of innocence and peace. 


Remarque also employs personification—en- 
dowing inanimate objects with human qualities— 
to describe the wind (playing with the soldiers’ 
hair), and the darkness that blackens the night with 
giant strides. An example of his use of simile is his 
description of a man collapsing like a rotten tree. 
Apostrophes like “Ah, mother, mother! You still 
think J am a child—why can I not put my head in 
your lap and weep?” evoke the epic tragedies of 
ancient Greece. 


Historical Context 





World War I 


Named for its complex involvement of coun- 
tries from Northern Europe to Africa, western Asia, 
and the U.S., World War I, called the Great War, 
was ignited by a single episode. On June 28, 1914, 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary was 
assassinated by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo, 
Bosnia. As the Austrian government plotted a suit- 
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• 19205: In the world of finance, the Dow Jones 
Industrial Average hits 381. A period of general 
prosperity for the country (except for the 
farmer), the government adopts a “laissez-faire” 
attitude towards big business. This policy ends 
with the collapse of the economy following Oc- 
tober 29, 1929, the stock market crash, when 
$30 billion disappears, a sum equal to what the 
war cost America. 


Today: The Dow Jones Industrial Average 
reaches 7,000, as Federal Reserve Chairman 
Alan Greenspan keeps a steady watch on the 
burgeoning economy and cautions investors of 
the ever-present possibility of high inflation and 
interest rates that could adversely affect the mar- 
ket. The Securities and Exchange Commission 
and Banking Acts established by Franklin De- 
lano Roosevelt’s Administration set the prece- 
dent for improved vigilance in the stock market. 


e 1920s: The German dirigible, Graf Zeppelin, ar- 
rives October 15, 1992 after covering 1630 
miles in 121 hours on its first commercial flight. 
The voyage from Friedrickshafen inaugurates 
transatlantic service by aircraft. The balloon-like 
airship, the zeppelin, is used in World War I to 
move silently over enemy territory and drop 
bombs. 


Today: The Concorde enables passengers to fly 
twice the speed of sound between Paris and New 
York in three and a half hours. Developed by 
Col. John Boyd, a legendary U.S. Air Force 
fighter pilot, the F16, used in the Persian Gulf 


Front 


War, has the capability to change course more 
quickly and climb faster than any war plane be- 
fore, thus revolutionizing military strategy. 


° 1920s: The Three Penny Opera opens at Berlin’s 
Theatre. Starring Lotte Lenya as Jenny, the show 
includes music by Lenya’s husband Kurt Weill. 
The libretto is by Bertolt Brecht, who transposed 
the “Beggar’s Opera” of 1728 into the idiomof 
Germany’s Weimar Republic. 


Today: Cabaret, the hit musical starring Liza 
Minnelli and Joel Grey, based on Christopher 
Isherwood’s “I am a Camera,” records the story 
of an Englishman’s initiation into the decadent, 
club scene of 1920s Berlin. The musical, which 
opened at the Broadhurst Theatre in New York 
City on Nov. 20, 1966, ran for 1,165 perfor- 
mances, and inspired an award-winning Holly- 
wood film. 


• 1920s: The Leica introduced by E. Leitz 
G. m.b.H. of Wetzlar, Germany, is a revolu- 
tionary miniature 35 millimeter camera invented 
by Oskar Bernack. It takes a thirty-six-frame 
film roll and has a lens that can be closed down 
to take pictures with great depth of field or 
opened for dim lighting conditions, fast and 
slow shutter speeds, and interchangeable lenses 
that permit close-ups and telephotography. 


Today: Ken Perlin, a New York University pro- 
fessor, discovers a technique in computer sci- 
ence that makes computer-generated images 
look natural, as, for example, the roughing up 
of dinosaurs’ skin in the film “Jurassic Park.” 


victory was not an immediate possibility. Both 
sides in the conflict settled themselves into trenches 
and dugouts in preparation for a war of attrition. 
New weapons such as the machine gun and more 
efficient artillery made the trenches a necessity. 
Soldiers on open ground would be decimated by 
the newfangled instruments of death. Opposing 
trenches were typically several hundred yards 
apart. The middle ground, which was laced with 


barbed wire, soon became known as “no-man’s 
land.” Constant firefights and artillery barrages re- 
moved all foliage from this area and made it nearly 
impossible to cross. Daring raids across this deadly 
no-man’s land became one of the chief pursuits of 
infantrymen in the trenches. During these raids, sol- 
diers would cross the treacherous ground, pene- 
trating enemy barbed wire either with well-placed 
artillery attacks or with special rifle attachments 
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that gathered several strands of wire together and 
the fired a bullet, severing them. Upon reaching the 
enemy lines, soldiers would first throw a volley of 
hand grenades into the trenches and then attack the 
surprised defenders with bayonets. While these 
raids did not typically result in major casualties to 
defenders, they devastated enemy morale and bol- 
stered the confidence of the attackers. In All Quiet 
on the Western Front, Paul Baumer participates in 
such a raid. Caught in a no-man’s land by shell- 
fire, Baumer takes shelter in a shallow hole. When 
a French soldier also seeks shelter there, Baumer 
stabs him and feels tormented by guilt as he 
watches the young man die. This scene especially 
illustrates the traumatic nature of the raids. 


The Western Front 

The Western front was a 475-mile-long battle 
line between the Germans and the Allied forces. 
Along this line of fighting were 900,000 German 
troops and 1.2 million Allied soldiers, or roughly 
1,900 and 2,500 men per mile of front. Overall, the 
western front was not a continuous trench, but 
rather a string of unconnected trenches and fortifi- 
cations. 


The round of duty along the Western front dif- 
fered little for soldier on either side of the conflict. 
Most of the night would be spent at hard labor, re- 
pairing the trench wall, laying barbed wire, and 
packing sandbags. After the dawn stand-to, when 
every man would line up on the firing step against 
the possibility of a morning attack, the rest of the 
day would generally be spent in sleep or idleness, 
occasionally interrupted by sentry duty or another 
stand-to when enemy activity was suspected. De- 
spite the sometimes lengthy periods of calm along 
the front, life in the trenches was filled with con- 
stant dangers. In addition to artillery attacks and 
surprise raids, soldiers suffered afflictions brought 
on by a daily existence in wet and unsanitary con- 
ditions. The lack of fresh foods and soggy envi- 
ronment in the trenches resulted in “trench foot,” 
an affliction that turned the feet green, swollen, and 
painful. Another ailment suffered by soldiers in the 
trenches was the debilitating, though not fatal, 
trench fever, transmitted by the lice that infested 
everyone after a day or two in the line. Baumer and 
his comrades in the novel take several trips to the 
delousing stations during their service on the front. 


The Human Cost of the War 

On the Allies side, the total casualties suffered 
were as follows: Russia, 9,150,000; England, 
3,190,235; France, 6,160,000; Italy, 2,197,000; the 
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U.S., 323,018, and Serbia, 331,106. On the Axis 
side, Germany lost 7,142,558; and Austria-Hun- 
gary, 7,020,000. 


The Influence of the Older Generation 

Central to Remarque’s novel is the attack on 
members of Germany’s older generation for im- 
posing their false ideals of war on their children. 
The older generation’s notions of a patriotism and 
their assumptions that war was indeed a valorous 
pursuit played a crucial role in the conflict. The 
chief sources of this pro-war ideology were the 
older men of the nation: professor, publicists, 
politicians, and even pastors. As the war began, 
these figures intensified the rhetoric, providing all 
the right reasons why killing the young men of 
France and Britain was a worthy endeavor. One 
Protestant clergyman spoke of the war as “the mag- 
nificent preserver and rejuvenator.” Government 
authorities in Germany did everything in their 
power to try and get the young men to enlist, even 
granting students special dispensation to complete 
final exams early so as to be able to join up sooner. 
As the war broke out, more than a million young 
men volunteered for service. 


In his book, Remarque uses the character of 
the schoolteacher Kantorek to develop the novel’s 
attack against the older generation. Kantorek’s per- 
sistent encouragement of the young men to enlist 
prompted Baumer’s entire class to volunteer for 
service. With each successive death of Baéumer’s 
classmates, the novel further condemns the atti- 
tudes and influences of the older generation. 
Bäumer himself denounces the pressure they ex- 
erted. “For us lads of eighteen,” he observes, “they 
ought to have been mediators and guides to the 
world of maturity, the world of work, of duty, of 
culture, of progress—to the future.” 


Critical Overview 





When Erich Maria Remarque published his 
first novel serially in Berlin’s magazine Vossische 
Zeitung (November 10 to December 9, 1928), he 
immediately aroused interest. Politically, he was 
considered a rather courageous new writer who 
dared to question the mechanical militaristic ten- 
dencies of the German state, and, artistically, he 
possessed a facility in written expression that used 
various rhetorical devices in an impressionistic 
mode. In short, he could not be perceived by his 
reading public as a run-of-the-mill war novel ro- 
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mantic. The work appeared the next year in Eng- 
lish and sold a million and a half copies that same 
year and in time was translated into twenty-nine 
languages. 


Initially, the book was enthusiastically re- 
ceived by critics for its realistic presentation of the 
war and what it meant to the average soldier. Joseph 
Wood Krutch of Nation centered his commentary 
on Remarque, noting that the author spoke from ex- 
perience and that he avoided rhetoric (artificial elo- 
quence in speech or writing) and analysis in favor 
of a simplicity so devastating “as to make the un- 
speakable commonplace.” Favorable reviews also 
came from such luminaries as William Faulkner, 
Maxwell Geismar, and Bernard DeVoto. Louis 
Kronenberger, commenting in the New York Times 
Book Review, called the soldier’s experience a kind 
of “Everyman’s pilgrimage,” a compressed and in- 
tensive coming-of-age story. 


Clearly, Remarque’s journalistic training con- 
tributed to the popular appeal of All Quiet on the 
Western Front. According to Brian A. Rowley, the 
book’s “particular blend of suffering, sensuality 
and sentiment suggests that Remarque had gauged 
public taste. The horror and degradation of war is 
represented, but it is shown with irony, wit, and 
even humor.” Remarque’s command of “a clear but 
lively, indeed pungent, style,” says the critic, “owe 
something to journalism.” 


On the other hand, contemporary critics of Re- 
marque faulted his work for its first-person narra- 
tive style, sensationalism, and distortion. His work 
was also parodied. Yet the historical nature of this 
criticism reflects the fact that the work is not a piece 
of historical documentation from 1917, but a novel 
written in 1928. Remarque’s preface is telling in 
this case. While it declares the novel to be a report 
on the generation destroyed by the war (whether or 
not they survived physically), the bulk of the pref- 
ace portrays the war through the eyes of a sensi- 
tive and literary young man. 


Eventually, All Quiet on the Western Front 
was attacked by certain factions in Europe, cen- 
sored by the Nazis, and publicly burned by their 
regime in 1933 for its pacifist denunciation of the 
war. Remarque was accused of being a Marxist 
sympathizer, who besmirched the memory of he- 
roes killed on the World War I battlefields. In 1938, 
Nazi Germany deprived Remarque of German cit- 
izenship. While he received hefty royalties, he re- 
ceived few honors, since a percentage of the Ger- 
man population continued to perceive his novel as 
denigrating German militarism. 
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Later twentieth-century criticism carries with 
it the perspective of greater cataclysms—World 
War II, the Korean War, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf 
War—and the advent of more horrific and power- 
ful weapons, including the atom bomb, biological 
warfare, and computerized missiles. Rowley views 
Remarque’s novel as a gradual “alienation from 
any world but that of war ... the sterility of 
[Baiumer’s] leave.” Biographers Christine R. 
Barker and R.W. Last note that “Remarque suc- 
ceeded in transcending his own personal situation; 
he touched on a nerve of his time, reflecting the 
experiences of a whole generation of young men 
on whom the war had left an indelible mark.” Mod- 
ris Eksteins observes that the book merged with the 
Zeitgeist (spirit of the time) of 1929, when “war 
survivors searched for answers to their inmost dis- 
quietude.” From a structural point of view, critics 
classify the book as a roman a clef (a thinly veiled 
autobiographical story), a stationroman (a book 
that centers on themes, without a plot), and a bil- 
dungsroman (the personal growth of the main char- 
acter). German critic Hans Wagener finds that any 
reading of the novel requires an understanding of 
the time in which it was written and when it took 
place, and, as most critics concur, consider the book 
to be simply one of the best, if not the best, anti- 
war, pacifist novels ever written. 


Criticism 


Diane Henningfeld 

In the following essay, Henningfeld, an assis- 
tant professor of English at Adrian College, points 
out that Remarque’s book, based on the novelist’s 
own war experiences, was the first of its kind, and 
she notes that Remarque’s main concern was for 
the way war irreparably damaged the lives of the 
SUrViVOrs. 


Ench Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front offers readers a fictional yet accurate ac- 
count of the life of a common soldier in the trenches 
during final two years of the First World War. Like 
the book’s narrator, Paul Baumer, Remarque was 
a German soldier himself. During the decade fol- 
lowing the German defeat, he suffered from de- 
pression and a sense of loss. Finally, in 1928, he 
wrote Im Westen nichts Neues, translated into Eng- 
lish in 1929 as All Quiet on the Western Front. It 
quickly became an international best-seller. Soon 
after the publication of the book, the American- 
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made film of All Quiet on the Western Front was 
released to international acclaim. 


Response to Remarque’s work was not all pos- 
itive, however. In Germany, older people detested 
the negative portrait of the war and of their gener- 
ation. In 1933, the German Nazi regime banned and 
burned the book, as Hans Wagener notes in his Un- 
derstanding Erich Maria Remarque. Even the 
showing of the film met with controversy in Berlin; 
subsequently, the film was banned in Germany. 


Paul Fussell notes that the 1928 publication of 
Remarque’s work coincided with the first memoirs 
of the war written by veterans who wanted the civil- 
ian population to know “the truth.” Likewise, Brian 
Rowley partially attributes the success of All Quiet 
on the Western Front to its timing: “The interval 
of ten years since the war was short enough for the 
memoires of participants not to have faded, but 
long enough for the ex-servicemen to have recov- 
ered from their immediate post-war desire to for- 
get.” 


Remarque’s book drew on his first-hand 
knowledge of the war. He saw in others of his own 
generation the same hopelessness and lack of roots 
that he himself felt. Writing the book was his way 
of speaking for this generation. In a brief preface 
to All Quiet on the Western Front he writes, “This 
book is to be neither an accusation nor a confes- 
sion, and least of all an adventure for death is not 
an adventure to those who stand face to face with 
it. It will try simply to tell of a generation of men 
who, even though they may bave escaped shells, 
were destroyed by the war.” 


Although Remarque’s book is filled with death, 
it is not intended as a memorial to the eight million 
who died. Rather, for Remarque, the real tragedy of 
the war was in the destruction of the survivors, men 
who returned home from the war utterly changed 
and unable to resume their roles in society. As 
Christine R. Barker and R. W. Last write, “What 
Remarque is asserting in his novel is that, so ex- 
treme were the experiences of Bäumer and his com- 
rades that they were utterly devasted by their recog- 
nition of the discontinuity of life and the absence of 
any ultimate meaning in the universe.” Through the 
setting, the structure, the tone of narration and dia- 
logue, the descriptions of modern warfare, and the 
use of irony, Remarque demonstrates the ways in 
which the First World War profoundly changed the 
lives of a whole generation. 


Remarque sets All Quiet on the Western Front 
during the last two years of the war. Germany’s 
strength wanes while that of the Allieds grows from 
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° The Road Back is Remarque’s sequel to his most 
famous novel. Published in 1931, the story de- 
scribes the reactions and adjustments of Ernst, 
another sensitive young soldier, and his com- 
rades as they return to a postwar world. 


„ А Farewell to Arms is Ernest Hemingway’s 
novel about a young American lieutenant in 
World War I, his experience at the Italian front, 
and his sad but beautiful love affair with a 
British nurse. 


• Тһе Captain of Kopenick, by playwright Carl 
Zuckmayer, a close friend of Remarque and also 
a soldier in the same war, is a true story of an 
ex-convict who donned the uniform of an army 
captain and held the mayor of Kopenick to ran- 
som. Ít is also a satire of the German people’s 
willingness to take orders from anyone in mili- 
tary uniform. 


¢ Catch 22 by Joseph Heller is about the initia- 
tion of Captain John Yossarian, U.S. Air Force 
officer, into the grim realities of war and de- 
scribes, in hilarious prose, the mechanical soci- 
ety in which we live today. 


the American entry into the war in 1917. The lo- 
cation Remarque gives his story is the Western 
Front, along the German lines tn France. However, 
although Remarque’s story is that of a German sol- 
dier, his descriptions of the trenches and of the bat- 
tles cross national boundaries. The tense, claustro- 
phobic hours in the trenches waiting for the battle 
to begin; the huge rats stealing food from the sol- 
diers; the corpses lying mutilated on the battlefield; 
the daily horrors of war taking on an air of nor- 
malcy: these are the experiences of all soldiers of 
the First World War. 


As noted above, the first person narrator of the 
story is Pau] Baumer, a young German foot soldier. 
Paul tells his story in plain language, short sen- 
tences, and in the present tense. Remarque struc- 
tures the book in short episodes, with periods of in- 
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tense, horrific battles alternating with episodes of 
life at the rear in recovery. The overall effect of 
this contrast is to make the stark details of life at 
the front even more disturbing than they would be 
otherwise. Further, the fragmentary structure mir- 
rors the soldiers’ experiences as they shuttle be- 
tween the relative peace and safety of the rear and 
the horror of the front. Just as Paul experiences the 
war in fragments, the reader comes to an under- 
standing of the war through the slow accumulation 
of the fragmented episodes. In many ways, the 
structure of the book resembles a collage, a work 
of art created by pasting together small, finely de- 
tailed vignettes to create a whole picture of the war. 


The narrator’s voice is a recorder’s voice, the 
voice of someone trying to convey the truth with- 
out embellishment. As the troops move up to the 
front, for example, Paul tells us, “On the way we 
pass a shelled out school-house. Stacked up against 
its longer side is a high double wall of unpolished, 
brand-new coffins. They still smell of resin, and 
pine, and the forest. There are at least a hundred.” 
He does not dwell on the implications of the 
coffins; he merely reports their presence. Paul’s 
voice is emotionally flat. Even when his close 
friend Miiller dies, he does not reveal his inner feel- 
ings: “Miiller is dead. Someone shot him point- 
blank in the stomach with a Verey light. He lived 
for half an hour, quite conscious, and in terrible 
pain.” 

Likewise, the dialogue between the men never 
becomes maudlin or sentimental. The men keep 
their fears and deep thoughts to themselves. In one 
instance, Paul must spend the night in a shell crater 
with a Frenchman he has killed with his bare hands. 
The man’s painful death affects him greatly. 
Shortly after Kat and Albert find him, Paul tries to 
explain to them how he felt. They stop him from 
speaking: 

“*You don’t need to lose any sleep over your affair,’ 
nods Albert. 


And now I hardly understand it myself anymore. 


“It was only because I had to lie there with him so 
long,’ I say. “After all, war is war.’” 


One notable exception to the generally emo- 
tionless narration is during Paul’s last night at home 
during his leave. Paul shares with the reader not 
only the controlled, outward responses he gives to 
his mother but also his internal suffering at the part- 
ing. Yet neither he nor his mother will put into 
words the agony each feels. “Here I sit,” Paul 
thinks, “and there you are lying; we have so much 
to say, and we shall never say it.” 


Front 


Remarque also includes descriptions of the 
new warfare to which the soldiers of the First 
World War were exposed. This warfare included 
the first use of machine guns, tanks, sophisticated 
explosives, airplanes, and poison gas. Technology 
outstripped tactics, causing battle losses on a 
greater scale than Europeans had ever seen. All 
Quiet on the Western Front moves the impersonal 
technology of war to a personal level. Through 
Paul’s eyes, the reader is able to witness the tech- 
nology on a small scale, through one man’s expe- 
rience. For example, when the French launch gas 
canisters into the German trenches, there is a 
scramble to put on the gas masks. Then the wait: 
“These first minutes with the mask decide between 
life and death: is it air-tight? I remember the aw- 
ful sights in the hospital: the gas patients who in 
day-long suffocation cough up their burnt lungs in 
clots.” 


Although the book accurately portrays the ex- 
periences of soldiers under extreme pressure, All 
Quiet on the Western Front is not a history or a 
memoir of the events of the war, as Modris Ek- 
steins points out. Rather, the events Paul relates 
serve to underscore the broader theme: the sense- 
lessness of all wars. Remarque effectively uses 
irony as a means of driving home this point. The 
irony is often bitter. For example, when a wounded 
messenger dog lies a hundred yards from the 
trenches, Berger decides to go and either “to fetch 
the beast in or to shoot it.” In the attempt, he is 
killed with a wound to the pelvis, and the man who 
is sent to fetch Berger is also shot. In another in- 
stance, early in the book, Paul and Miiller go to 
visit their friend Kemmerich, who has had a leg 
amputated. His most valuable possession is his pair 
of fine leather boots, boots that are useless now be- 
cause “ ... even if he should get better, he would 
be able to use only one—they are no use to him.” 
Miiller inherits the boots; when he is killed, he be- 
queaths the boots to Paul. “I wear them, for they 
fit me quite well,” Paul writes. As readers, we know 
the irony of this inheritance, something that Paul 
does not know himself: the acquisition of the boots 
is a clear signal that he is the next to die. Finally, 
Paul’s death itself is bitterly ironic. He falls in the 
autumn of 1918, just weeks before the Armistice. 
Paul dies not in a big battle, but rather “on a day 
that was so quiet and still on the whole front, that 
the army report confined itself to the single sen- 
tence: “All quiet on the Western Front.” 


The closing lines of the novel are doubly 
ironic, however. We recall that Remarque opens his 
book with a promise to tell the story of those who 
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have survived the war and have been destroyed by 
it. Because he dies, Paul is obviously not one of 
the survivors whose story Remarque promises to 
tell. Rather, Remarque grants Paul death, but not 
the horrid, slow death of the French printer, or of 
the young recruits splattered against the trenches. 
“Turning him over,” the nameless narrator reports, 
“one saw that he could not have suffered long; his 
face had an expression of calm, as though almost 
glad the end had come.” For Remarque, this seems 
to be the ultimate irony: that in the senselessness 
and brutality of war, there is something much worse 
than death, and that is survival. 


Source: Diane Henningfeld in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Diane Henningfeld 

In the following essay, Henningfeld, an assis- 
tant professor of English at Adrian College, eval- 
uates the roles of the secondary characters in Re- 
marque’s novel. 


Erich Maria Remarque’ s All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front has as its narrator the young German foot 
soldier, Paul Bäumer. However, in addition to Paul, 
there are a number of other important characters 
who function in a variety of ways throughout the 
book. These secondary characters tend toward 
stereotypical representations of particular types Re- 
marque wanted present in his account of life at the 
front. 


The secondary characters can be grouped in 
several distinct categories. First, there are the 
young soldiers who were friends with Paul in 
school and decided to enlist at the same time. These 
include Muller, Albert Kropp, and Leer. The sec- 
ond group includes the friends of the school mates: 
Tjaden, Haie Westhus, and Stanislaus Katczinsky, 
called Kat. The third group of secondary charac- 
ters are what could be termed “outsiders” by virtue 
of age and their relationships to the soldiers. This 
group includes Kantorek, the boys’ former school- 
teacher; Himmelstoss, the sadistic drill instructor; 
and Paul’s family at home. 


Remarque reserves some of his most biting 
commentary for the members of the last group. 
Kantorek, with his “face like a shrew mouse,” is a 
small, bossy man who convinces his class that they 
should join the army for the glory of their country. 
A member of the older generation, he stands for all 
those men who urge younger men to give up every- 
thing in defense of their countries. As Paul reflects, 
“There were thousands of Kantoreks, all of whom 
were convinced that they were acting for the best— 
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in a way that cost them nothing.” When Kantorek 
ends up in the army himself, he is totally unsuited 
for the life. One of his former students is given 
charge of training him and, in a reversal of roles, 
Kantorek becomes the powerless student. 


Likewise, the training instructor Himmelstoss 
is a member of the older generation who attempts 
to teach the young men what he thinks they ought 
to know. However, it quickly becomes clear dur- 
ing their time at the front that Himmelstoss has 
taught them nothing worthwhile. When Himmel- 
stoss himself is sent to the front, the men he pre- 
viously mistreated ambush and beat him severely. 
Eventually, Himmelstoss distinguishes himself un- 
der fire by saving Westhus. With this character, Re- 
marque demonstrates how only experience under 
fire can properly train a man for the brutality of 
war. 


Paul’s father is another of the older generation 
who seems to have no idea what his son must en- 
dure. When Paul comes home for leave, he realizes 
that a gulf has widened between them. His father 
wants him to share the details of life in battle with 
his friends, men of his own generation who stay at 
home. Paul’s father symbolizes the whole genera- 
tion of men who are willing to send their sons off 
to war but who, nonetheless, want to control the 
narration of their sons’s experiences. Like Paul’s 
father, older Germans did not want to read Re- 
marque’s book because of its brutality and lack of 
glory. They preferred to believe in what the poet 
Wilfred Owen called “the old lie”: it is sweet and 
fitting to die for one’s country. 


Of those at home, Paul’s mother is the only 
one who does not press him for details of the front. 
Hers is the traditional plight of women who are ex- 
pected to sacrifice their sons in the name of patri- 
otic duty. The hardships of the war have made it 
impossible for her even to feed her family ade- 
quately. Thus, her traditional role of family nur- 
turer has been taken from her. Further, in giving 
her son to the state, she erases her role as mother. 
Her cancer, then, can be read symbolically: it eats 
her from within, just as pain, grief, and guilt eat at 
women from all nations engaged in war. 


At the front, the men grow in comradeship. Be- 
cause they believe that only men who have expe- 
rienced what they have experienced can understand 
each other, they find themselves increasingly cut 
off from their previous lives. While Miiller, for ex- 
ample, cannot look back, he does look forward. 
Paul describes him as a man of “foresight.” This 
foresight at times makes him appear cold and tact- 
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less. When he and Paul visit their dying comrade 
Kemmerich, Miiller notices immediately that Kem- 
merich will no longer need his soft leather boots 
and so he asks for them. In addition, during a pe- 
riod of rest, Miiller pushes each man in the group 
to describe what he will do in the future, when the 
war is over. He insists that each man will need a 
job in the future that he imagines. Ironically, he 
dies with his new boots, demonstrating how even 


those with foresight may not survive the war. 


The men that the school chums befriend at the 
front are an assorted lot. Detering, for example, is 
a peasant farmer. His concerns are in marked con- 
trast to those of Paul and his school friends. As a 
farmer, Detering’s life revolves around sowing, 
reaping, and harvesting. Farmers are concerned 
with fertility and growth, not the sterility of war. 
At one point, Detering becomes enraged when 
horses are wounded in a battle: “His voice is agi- 
tated, it sounds almost dignified as he says, ‘T tell 
you it is the vilest baseness to use horses in the 
war.’ ” When asked what he would do if peace were 
declared he responds, “ ‘I would go straight on with 
harvesting.’” The tension between Detering the 
farmer who brings forth life through his husbandry 
of the earth’s resources and Detering the soldier 
forced to witness the death of creatures of the earth 
finally becomes too great. He goes mad and deserts 
the troop after seeing a cherry tree in blossom. The 
men believe that he is dead. 


Perhaps the most important character at 
the front is Katczinsky, known as Kat. He is a 
forty—year—old, shrewd, cunning, hardbitten sol- 
dier. Under his tutelage, the school chums learn to 
look out for themselves. According to Paul, Kat has 
a “remarkable nose for dirty weather, good food, 
and soft jobs.” A cobbler before the war, Kat finds 
ways to cobble together a more comfortable life for 
himself and his comrades. Although Kat is of the 
older generation, the knowledge that he passes on 
to the younger men directly contrasts the useless 
lessons taught by Kantorek, Himmelstoss, and the 
men still at home. Kat’s information can save lives; 
he knows when a barrage is about to start and he 
can tell the caliber gun by the sound it makes. As 
Christine R. Barker and R. W. Last write, “Signif- 
icantly, Kat’s qualities are vastly different from 
those of the group’s parents and other figures of 
authority: he is admired for his ability to survive in 
a cruel environment and to care for the needs of his 
comrades.” Kat’s death near the end of the book 
leaves Paul alone. Without Kat’s caretaking, Paul 
himself soon falls. 


Front 


Although Kat is the most important character 
at the front, the importance of Albert Kropp to the 
story becomes apparent in retrospect. Paul calls his 
old school friend “the clearest thinker among us.” 
His ability as a thinker is stressed throughout the 
early pages of the book. When Muller presses the 
men about their plans after the war, it is Kropp 
alone who understands how difficult their home- 
coming will be: “ “The war has ruined us for every- 
thing,” he says. When Paul and Albert are 
wounded, they travel together to the army hospital 
for recovery. Albert’s wounds are far more serious 
than Paul’s and he loses his leg. At the end of their 
hospital stay, Paul reports, “Albert’s stump heals 
well. The wound is almost closed. In a few weeks 
he should go off to an institution for artificial limbs. 
He continues not to talk much, and is much more 
solemn than formerly. He often breaks off his 
speech and stares in front of him. If he were not 
here with us he would have shot himself long ago.” 
Kropp’s prediction that the war has ruined them for 
everything seems certain to come true. If all that 
has kept him alive are his comrades, what will hap- 
pen when he is separated from them? 


When Kropp is sent home and Paul returns to 
the front, Kropp’s significance becomes clear. Be- 
cause the book ends with the report of Paul’s death, 
we are forced to reconsider the preface Remarque 
provides at the very beginning at the book. In this 
brief paragraph, Remarque writes that his book 
“',.. will try simply to tell of a generation of men 
who, even though they may have escaped its shells, 
were destroyed by the war.” With this reconsider- 
ation, we suddenly realize that All Quiet on the 
Western Front is not Paul’s story at all, but rather 
is the story of men like Kropp, survivors destroyed 
by the war. Paul, like so many others, ends face 
down in a field in France, oblivious to the world 
he leaves. Kropp, however, and the men like him, 
return shattered to face a world forever changed. 
According to Remarque, these broken men are the 
true tragedies of the war, and it is the story of these 
men that the author promises to tell. 


Source: Diane Henningfeld in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


T. S. Matthews 


In the following review, Matthews praises All 
Quiet on the Western Front as a gritty, true-to-life 
treatment of modern warfare and its effects upon 
humanity. 
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If a man has been in prison twenty years, and 
is then released, we should most of us agree that 
his life has been ruined. Not only have twenty years 
been taken away from him, but the bitterness of a 
special and futile knowledge will overshadow the 
rest of his days. But time, as we know (though none 
of us knows why), goes fast or slow according to 
what we are doing and where we find ourselves, 
and who shall say whether a few years in the 
trenches of the latest war might not have been the 
equivalent of at least twenty years in a peaceful 
jail? 

In all the writing about the War which has the 
stamp of truth on it we find this feeling of the 
ghastly slowness of time. In All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front it is the first thing that strikes us. It is as 
if the War had been going on forever, and was 
creeping forward into an endless succession of to- 
morrows. “We are at rest five miles behind the 
front. Yesterday we were relieved, and now our bel- 
lies are full of beef and haricot beans. We are sat- 
isfied and at peace.” The present moment is all that 
can possibly exist. Neither the past nor the future 
will bear thinking about. 


This 1s a book about something that nobody 
likes to talk of too much. It is about what happens 
to men in war. It has nothing whatever to do with 
the politenesses, the nobilities, or any of the some- 
times pretty and sometimes ridiculous notions to 
which the world has once again settled down. The 
hero is a boy nineteen years old, a private in a Ger- 
man infantry regiment; his friends are mostly the 
same age. But it is hardly accurate to call them 
boys; as the author says of them: “We are forlorn 
like children, and experienced like old men, we are 
crude and sorrowful and superficial—I believe we 
are lost.” 


Some of them have volunteered; more have 
been drafted. The War, though they do not know 
it, has passed its peak: the slow decline of attrition 
has set in. The vague sense of fatality that we are 
made to feel in the opening pages gradually be- 
comes a realization of approaching defeat. The new 
recruits come to the front younger and younger— 
so that even these boy-veterans of nineteen feel 
aged and protective. This is how the new recruits 
look when they are dead: 


Their sharp, downy faces have the awful expres- 
sionlessness of dead children. 


It brings a lump into the throat to see how they go 
over, and run and fall. A man would like to spank 
them, they are so stupid, and to take them by the arm 
and lead them away from here where they have no 
business to be. They wear grey coats and boots, but 
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for most of them the uniform is far too big, it hangs 
on their limbs, their shoulders are too narrow, their 
bodies too slight; no uniform was ever made to these 
childish measurements. 


The steady, unhurrying narrative picks its way 
from one desolation to another, following the for- 
tunes of these precocious professionals, who have 
learned how to be soldiers and nothing else. They 
have their sprees and their moments of happiness, 
as when the indefatigable Tjaden spots an unlucky 
pig-pen or poultry-yard; they have their wind-falls, 
of women and extra rations; they even have their 
vacations. But it was not always a pleasant change, 
in Germany of the last war years, to go from the 
comparative ease of a rest-camp to the evident star- 
vation of home. And between the civilians and the 
soldiers returned from the front was a gulf impos- 
sible to bridge. 


They talk to me too much. They have worries, aims, 
desires, that I cannot comprehend. I often sit with one 
of them in the little beer-garden and try to explain to 
him that this is really the only thing: just to sit qui- 
etly, like this. 

And behind all the momentary reprieves lies 
the inescapable reality of the life to which they are 
all doomed: “bombardments, barrage, curtain-fire, 
mines, gas, tanks, machine-guns, hand-grenades— 
words, words, but they hold the horror of the 
world.” 


These youngsters whom the War is swiftly 
making unfit for civilian life (though many of them 
will not have to make the change) have cast aside, 
of necessity, all that they have been taught. They 
have had to become soldiers, and they are nothing 
else. They believe in the present moment; it is not 
enough, but it is all they can be sure of. Love they 
have not known, patriotism and all the other ab- 
stract virtues and vices have vanished away in their 
first drum-fire; but something human they must 
cling to. They cling to their friends—not literally, 
and not even in words: when their friends are killed, 
there is nothing to be said. But what keeps them 
going in man’s machine-made hell is the bodily 
presence of the friends around them. 


They are more to me than life, these voices, they are 
more than motherliness and more than fear; they are 
the strongest, most comforting thing there is any- 
where: they are the voices of my comrades. 


I have said nothing in criticism of this book, 
and there is little I will say. It is written with sim- 
plicity and candor, and reads as if it had been well 
translated. There is nothing mawkish about it, and 
nothing “literary”—it is not the artful construction 
of fancy, but the sincere record of a man’s suffer- 
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ing. Unlike the experimental artist, the author has 
nothing new to say; but he says it so honestly and 
so well that it is like news to us, though it is bad 
news. 


I am young, I am twenty years old; yet I know noth- 
ing of life but despair, death, fear, and fatuous su- 
perficiality cast over an abyss of sorrow. I see how 
peoples are set against one another, and in silence, 
unknowingly, foolishly, obediently, innocently slay 
one another. I see that the keenest brains of the world 
invent weapons and words to make it yet more re- 
fined and enduring. And all men of my age, here and 
over there, throughout the whole world, see these 
things; all my generation is experiencing these things 
with me. What would our fathers do if we suddenly 
stood up and came before them and proffered our ac- 
count? What do they expect of us if a time ever comes 
when the war is over? Through the years our busi- 
ness has been killing—it was our first calling in life. 
Our knowledge of life is limited to death. What will 
happen afterwards? And what shall come out of us? 


Another country has been heard from. We 
know by now that the victor nations got nothing 
but evil from the War; had we expected, then, that 
the Germans had derived some virtue from defeat? 
No, the War did no good to anybody. Those of its 
generation whom it did not kill, it crippled, wasted, 
or used up. We hear hopes expressed that another 
generation may be wiser. Let us pray rather, that it 
will not have to learn such costly wisdom. 


Source: T. S. Matthews, “Bad News,” in The New Repub- 
lic, Vol. LIX, No. 759, June 19, 1929, p. 130. 
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As if their near extinction, compulsory attendance 
at boarding schools, and constant violation of treaty 
rights by the U.S. Government were not enough, 
Native Americans were encouraged to leave the 
reservations for the big city during the 1950s and 
1960s. Many did, but precious few were success- 
ful in large urban areas. In order to provide needed 
support and offer hope to these individuals, they 
formed political groups (Red Power, ARM, AIM, 
et al.). These organizations encouraged them to re- 
ject any sense of shame of their culture and assisted 
individuals as they waged battles in court, in fed- 
eral parks, and in towns across America for their 
rights. 

More importantly, these actions coincided with 
a return of the people to their traditions. Native 
American activists inspired young people to learn 
as many of the old ways as they could. A Laguna 
woman who was part of this cultural renaissance 
became its most celebrated author. 


Already highly regarded for her poetry collec- 
tion, Laguna Woman (1974), Leslie Marmon Silko 
became the first female Native American novelist 
with Ceremony (1977). The story illustrates the im- 
portance of recovering the old stories and merging 
them with modern reality to create a stronger cul- 
ture. In the novel, a young man named Tayo, from 
the Laguna Reservation, returns from fighting in 
the Pacific. He is suffering from a battle fatigue 
that white medicine cannot cure. Through his strug- 
gle back to health, we learn that the way to heal 
the self, the land, and the people, is to rediscover 
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the neglected tradinonal ceremonies and our rela- 
tionship to the earth. Noted technically for her non- 
chronological narrative and ability to blend poetry 
with prose, Silko has been praised as a master nov- 
elist. 





Author Biography 


Silko grew up on the Laguna Reservation in 
New Mexico and is a Pueblo Indian of mixed an- 
cestry—Cherokee, German, Northern Plains In- 
dian, English, Mexican, and Pueblo. She reflects 
her diverse heritage in her writing (from the bio- 
graphical notes for Laguna Woman): 


“IL suppose at the core of my writing is the at- 
tempt to identify what it is to be a half-breed, or 
mixed blooded person; what it is to grow up nei- 
ther white nor fully traditional Indian. It is for this 
reason that I hesitate to say that I am representa- 
tive of Indian poets or Indian people. I am only one 
human being, one Laguna woman.” 


She was born in Albuquerque, New Mexico, 
in March of 1948. Her father, Lee H. Marmon, 
helped at his parents’ grocery store and was a pho- 
tographer for the U.S, Army. Her mother, Virginia, 
also worked. Left with her two sisters in the care 
of the village, Silko chose to spend her time with 
her great-grandmother, Mana Anaya, who lived 
next door. Other influences included Grandma Lil- 
le Stagner, a Ford Model A mechanic, and Aunt 
susie, a scholar and storytelter. The older women 
taught her Pueblo traditions and stories. 


When she was 6, her father was elected Tribal 
Treasurer and he brought home the tensions of the 
Laguna people: violated treaty rights; questions of 
identity and blood quantum; and the problems of 
poverty. But more importantly, Silko overheard 
discussions about a lawsuit the Laguna people had 
lodged against the state of New Mexico. They al- 
Jeged that the state had stolen six milhon acres of 
land. The lawyers, witnesses, and archeologists in- 
volved in the case met at the Marmon bouse. She 
also was present as the elders told their stones of 
the land and the people. 


The lawsuit convinced Silko to seek justice as 
a lawyer. In pursuit of this goal, she attended the 
University of New Mexico where she majored in 
English. There, her short stories won her a discov- 
ery grant from the National Endowment for the 
Arts. The lawsuit, started when she was six, was 
settled by the time of her graduation. The U.S. 
Court of Indian Claims found in favor of the La- 
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guna people. However, the Claims Court never 
gives land back; they order compensation in mine- 
teenth-century prices. In this case, the court ordered 
payment of 25 cents an acre—and the legal fees of 
the case amounted to $2 million. 


Silko dropped out of the American Indian Law 
School Fellowship Program after three semesters. 
She decided that American law was inherently un- 
just after studying a 1949 Supreme Court refusal 
to stop the execution of a retarded black man. She 
teft believing that storytelling could change things. 
After teaching on the Navajo Reservation at Chinle, 
she moved with her husband, John Silko, and two 
boys (Robert and Cazimir) to Ketchikan, Alaska, 
where she wrote Ceremony. 


In 1976, Silko returned to the Southwest as a 
single parent. Since 1978, she has occupied a teach- 
ing position at the University of Anzona, produced 
another novel, several essays, and one film. Cur- 
rently she is working on a screenplay. 





Plot Summary 


Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony tells the 
story of Tayo, a mixéd-blood Native American 
from the Laguna Pueblo reservation who is se- 
verely traumatized by his unstable childhood and 
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combat experiences during World War II. As the 
novel progresses, Tayo attempts to recover from 
these deep psychological wounds by drawing on 
various Native American cultural traditions. 


His journey toward psychological wellness is 
made long and difficult, however, because his peo- 
ple’s traditional healing ceremonies must be 
adapted to cure the new modern illnesses that he 
suffers from such as alcoholism and the psycho- 
logical shocks caused by modern warfare. In addi- 
tion, Silko uses a complex, fragmented, non-linear 
plot to represent Tayo’s psychological struggles. 
While this initially makes the story somewhat con- 
fusing, the story becomes easier to understand once 
the reader recognizes how Tayo’s psychological 
journey structures the novel’s complex develop- 
ment. The novel frequently moves between poetry 
and prose and jumps across historical time and 
space, but its general trajectory follows Tayo’s 
complex path toward psychological recovery. 


Tayo’s Alienation 

After a brief introductory poem which de- 
scribes the power of Native American ritual cere- 
monies, the novel begins revealing Tayo’s troubled 
psyche through a series of chaotic, fragmented 
scenes. He has nightmares, confusing dreams in 
multiple languages, flashbacks to traumatic events, 
and a wide assortment of psychological illnesses 
ranging from anxiety to depression. 


Initially, the novel presents these various psy- 
chological disorders as stemming primarily from 
Tayo’s experiences during World War II. In par- 
ticular, Tayo is deeply disturbed when he is ordered 
to kill a Japanese soldier but refuses to do it be- 
cause he thinks that the soldier is actually his Un- 
cle Josiah. Even after his cousin, Rocky, logically 
explains that this Japanese soldier cannot be Josiah, 
Tayo refuses to accept Rocky’s factual logic. In- 
stead, Tayo feels that there are deeper spiritual re- 
lationships that intimately connect all beings within 
a single spiritual web. This sensitivity to spiritual 
connections also makes Tayo feel responsible for 
causing a prolonged drought among his people 
when he cursed the jungle rains in Japan during the 
war, and he feels additional guilt because he could 
not prevent his cousin Rocky from being killed in 
the war. 


Like many veterans, Tayo continues to re-ex- 
perience these psychological traumas even after re- 
turning home, and his problems are only com- 
pounded by his friends, Harley and Leroy, who 
encourage him to use alcohol as a way to escape 
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from life. Unlike his friends, however, Tayo has a 
deeper spiritual side. He never feels completely 
comfortable just getting drunk, picking up women, 
and bragging about his war heroics. Instead, Tayo 
longs to reconnect with the natural landscape and 
the Native American traditions that used to provide 
the foundation for a more harmonious lifestyle 
for his people. Because of this deeper spirituality, 
Tayo is frustrated by his friends’ self-destructive 
behavior. 


When Emo, another Native American veteran, 
begins bragging about how much he enjoyed killing 
people during the war, Tayo’s uneasiness finally 
erupts into violent anger, and he attacks Emo. 
Luckily, Tayo’s friends stop his violent outburst 
before he succeeds in killing Emo, but Tayo is ar- 
rested and sent away to an army psychiatric hospi- 
tal in Los Angeles. This attempt to fight violence 
with violence only aggravates instead of relieves 
Tayo’s psychological alienation. 


Tayo’s Visits to the Medicine Men 


Eventually, a sympathetic doctor lets Tayo re- 
turn to the reservation where his aunt and grand- 
mother try to heal what the psychiatric hospital was 
unable to cure. When Tayo’s suffering continues, 
however, his grandmother suggests that he see 
Ku’oosh, a medicine man. Ku’oosh tries to cure 
him with traditional healing rituals, but these ritu- 
als are only partially effective because they were 
created centuries before the more complex disor- 
ders of the modern world came into existence. Con- 
sequently, the traditional healing ceremony per- 
formed by Ku’oosh eases Tayo’s pain, but it does 
not end it altogether. A stronger magic is needed 
to combat the more powerful modern forms of 
evil—modern Ck’o’yo magic. 


To make matters even worse, the novel also 
begins to reveal how Tayo’s problems extend back 
further before his war experiences to his unstable 
childhood. Tayo’s mother, Laura, got pregnant out 
of wedlock to a white man who did not stay with 
her to help raise him; she was herself a wildly ir- 
responsible parent. She spent her nights sleeping 
around with various men either for money or fun, 
and generally drank away what little money she 
made. Consequently, Tayo spent much of his early 
childhood being neglected until his mother finally 
left him to be raised by her mother and sister. While 
this move gave Tayo a more stable home life, it 
created other psychological burdens because his 
new caretakers frequently shamed him for his 
mother’s past. 


Ceremony 


When Ku’oosh begins to realize how deep- 
rooted and complex Tayo’s psychological prob- 
lems are, he suggests that Tayo visit another mixed- 
blood medicine man in Gallop named Betonie who 
specializes in healing war veterans. Tayo’s uncle 
takes him to visit Betonie, but Tayo is initially sus- 
picious and nervous when he sees Betonie’s eclec- 
tic modes of operation. Betonie lives in a bad sec- 
tion of town, and his house is filled with all kinds 
of clutter. There are innumerable telephone books, 
empty coke bottles, and old calendars mixed among 
prayer sticks, bags of herbs, and medicine bags. Be- 
tonie uses all of these objects to create new rituals 
that combine symbols from multiple cultures. 


Tayo never becomes fully comfortable with 
Betonie’s unorthodox multicultural brand of 
shamanism, but he stays and allows Betonie to 
work his magic. After performing an elaborate 
healing ceremony, Betonie explains to Tayo that he 
must complete his own healing because modern 
disorders are too complex. Before Tayo leaves, 
however, Betonie reveals to him several signs that 
will be part of his healing process: a constellation 
of stars, some spotted cattle, a mountain, and a 
woman. 


Tayo’s Recovery 

When Tayo returns home this time, he is even 
more determined to avoid his old friends and their 
self-destructive behavior. He gets sick of hanging 
out with them in bars, so he heads into the moun- 
tains to Jook for his uncle Josiah’s lost cattle and 
anew way of life. While looking for the cattle, he 
finds a woman named Ts’eh Montano who has sex 
with him and begins to teach him about the tradi- 
tions he has lost. She rejuvenates his spirit, helps 
him find the constellation of stars that Betonie had 
drawn for him at the conclusion of his healing 
ceremony, and leads him toward Josiah’s lost 
cattle. 


However, the cattle have been stolen by a 
rancher named Floyd Lee who is guarding them be- 
hind a wolf-proof fence patrolled by his cowboys. 
Tayo cuts through the fence and eventually finds 
the cattle only to be caught by two of Floyd’s cow- 
boys. They start to take him back to town to arrest 
him, but then they lose interest in this plan when 
they become preoccupied by an opportunity to hunt 
a mountain lion. With a little more help from Ts’eh 
and her husband, who seem to appear out of 
nowhere and suddenly disappear again like mythi- 
cal beings, Tayo is able to free the cattle from Floyd 
Lee’s land and return them back to the reservation. 
Ts’eh teaches him more about cattle raising and 


other cultural traditions and then mysteriously 
leaves again. 


Just when it seems that Tayo has finally 
reestablished himself in his people’s traditional 
way of life and reconnected himself to their cul- 
tural traditions, Emo begins spreading false rumors 
about Tayo having gone crazy again. Emo gets sev- 
eral of Tayo’s friends and the local authorities in- 
volved in a manhunt to capture Tayo and send him 
back to the army psychiatric hospital. After a cou- 
ple close calls, Tayo finally escapes Emo’s vigi- 
lante posse and returns home, while his pursuers 
end up meeting various disastrous conclusions in- 
stead. Harley and Leroy die in a terrible auto acci- 
dent, and Emo kills Pinkie, another one of his vig- 
ilantes. The novel concludes with a final ritual 
poem which announces the victory of good over 
evil but reminds the reader that such victories are 
always tentative, so we must remain vigilant in 
avoiding the continual temptations of evil Ck’o’yo 
magic. 
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Auntie 

As a Christian, Auntie represents a break with 
the traditional ways and beliefs. In addition, she is 
a martyr in her own mind. As she says in the novel: 
“Г уе spent all my life defending this family ... It 
doesn’t bother me but this hurts Grandma so 
much.” She reminds every member of the family 
how she has to deal with the gossip about them— 
especially the talk about Little Sister and Josiah. 
Due to this concern about what people think of her 
family, Tayo “knew she wouldn’t send him away 
to a veteran’s hospital” when she saw that he was 
sick. 


When Tayo returns from war, “Auntie stares 
at him the way she always had, teaching inside him 
with her eyes, calling up the past as if it were his 
future too, as if things would always by the same 
for him.” She considers him as just another burden 
in her life-and then reminds everyone about what 
she had done for him. At the end, Tayo’s success 
frees him from Auntie but she still has “an edge of 
accusation about to surface between her words.” It 
takes old man Ku’oosh’s clear acknowledgement 
of Tayo’s new place in society to quiet her. 


Bear Boy 
See Shush 
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Betonie 

Chosen from birth to learn the traditions of 
medicine, Betonie is revered for his success at cur- 
ing people. He stays in his Hogan—built long be- 
fore the town of Gallup existed—so that he can 
keep an eye on the people. In particular, he looks 
for those of his people afflicted with alcoholism 
who might want to come back to the traditional 
ways. 


Betonie mixes old and new in his medicine: 
“At one time, the ceremonies as they had been per- 
formed were enough for the way the world was 
then. But after the white people came, elements in 
this world began to shift; and it became necessary 
to create new ceremonies. I have made changes in 
the rituals. The people mistrust this greatly, but 
only this growth keeps the ceremonies strong ... 
That’s what the witchery is counting on; that we 
will cling to the ceremonies the way they were, and 
then their power will triumph, and the people will 
be no more.” 


Tayo confides to Betonie about his dreams, the 
war, and his concerns about the cattle. Betonie lis- 
tens, then tells him what signs to look for; he also 
insists that he must retrieve the cattle. After a vi- 
sion ceremony, he sends Tayo on his way. 


Emo 

Emo, “always with a GI haircut,” represents 
the witchery of the story world. He represents evil. 
He rejects the ways of the past, favoring manipu- 
lation and deception to have his way with the peo- 
ple. 


Envious of white society, Emo wants his sto- 
ries of scoring with white women and having white 
things to replace the traditional stories. He deni- 
grates the traditional ways to keep those around him 
thinking Indians are no good. In doing so, he sim- 
ulates the mythical Ck’o’yo gambler, “Look what 
is here for us. Look. Here’s the Indians’ mother 
earth! Old dried-up thing!” With such sayings he 
aims to obscure the people’s relationship to the 
earth. Instead he encourages an easier way—a pre- 
scription of drink and violence: “What we need is 
what they got. ГЇЇ take San Diego ... they’ve got 
everything ... They took our land, they took every- 
thing! So let’s get our hands on white women!” 


Tayo’s effort to cure himself and remember the 
traditions of the people is a threat to Emo’s ma- 
nipulative ways. Tayo disrupts Emo’s ceremony at 
the bar by delivering a rendition of the national an- 
them. He then tells a story about some Indians go- 
ing off to war and returning as just plain Indians. 
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Emo wants them to forget this story and remember 
the killing they did. He rattles a bag of human teeth 
while bragging about his exploits in the Army. 
Eventually, Emo kills his followers (because Tayo 
did not try and kill him) by manipulation. He is 
banished from the Laguna Reservation but, as 
witchery, he still exists. 


Grandma 

Grandma lets things happen around her until 
she must intervene. For instance, Tayo stays in bed 
for some time before she comes to comfort him in 
his nightmare. She cries with him saying, “Those 
white doctors haven’t helped you at all.” Ignoring 
Auntie, she sends for the traditional medicine man, 
old man Ku’oosh. This is the beginning of Tayo’s 
journey back from being white smoke. By sending 
for the medicine man, Grandma has started her 
family on its path to healing and in a small way 
helped to heal the whole village. At the end, 
Grandma asks Tayo to replenish her heating oil. 
This is a sign that Tayo is an adult member of the 
family. 


Harley 

Harley is a clownish character who represents 
the bacchanal spirits. He prescribes alcohol for all 
occasions. When Rocky, Tayo, and Harley were 
childhood friends, they tracked an old drunk and 
stole his hidden alcohol for their first drink. Harley 
also served in the war and brags to Helen Jean about 
his heroism. 


At the start of the novel, he arrives at the ranch 
to help Tayo. He also wants to revive the good days 
of the war when they were soldiers on leave. To 
this end, Harley proposes a quixotic journey—the 
longest donkey ride ever for a cold beer. At the bar, 
Harley’s intentions are good—if Tayo drinks he 
will be happy. “Liquor was medicine for the anger 
that made them hurt, for the pain of the loss, med- 
icine for tight bellies and choked-up throats.” 


But when the ceremony is winding down, it is 
Harley who finds Tayo for Emo. Tayo drinks in 
honor of his friend and in the process almost falls 
prey to witchery. He realizes Harley’s betrayal and 
eludes them. In the end, it is Harley who suffers 
instead of Tayo. Manipulated to betray his friend, 
Harley pays with his life. 


Helen Jean 

Helen represents the women, like Tayo’s 
mother, who have been taught to hate their own 
people and to flee the reservation. She winds up 
like too many other women—dependant on gener- 
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ous war veterans and drinking themselves to death. 
Like many others, she started out full of good in- 
tentions. She was going to move to the city, get a 
job, and assimilate into white society. Instead, she 
is headed for the slums of Gallup. 


Josiah 

Josiah, the brother of Auntie and Little Sister, 
is the father figure for Tayo. He possesses knowl- 
edge about raising cattle and shares it with Tayo. 
His scheme places him among Tayo’s teachers— 
like Old man Ku’oosh and Betonie—who are mix- 
ing new ways with the old. Along with practical 
life lessons like how to ride a horse, Josiah offers 
Tayo many insights. “Josiah said that only humans 
had to endure anything, because only humans re- 
sisted what they saw outside themselves.” 


Josiah has a mistress named Night Swan. Tayo 
sleeps with her and she tells him things that fit into 
his ceremony. 


Ku’oosh 

When Grandma decides that white medicine 
has done enough damage, she calls for the tradi- 
tional medicine man, Ku’oosh. However, Ku’ oosh 
knows that in the present day the traditional and 
unchanged methods no longer have the same 
power. He knows where to send Tayo—to Betonie. 
Kw’ oosh, although he sticks to the old ways, is open 
to hearing the new stories. He ensures that Tayo is 
brought into the kiva and accepted once and for all. 


Leroy 

Another war buddy, Leroy represents the vet- 
erans that return from the war with alcohol prob- 
lems. Moreover, in his purchase of the truck he rep- 
resents the “gypped” Indian. Leroy thinks he fooled 
the white man by signing for a truck he did not 
have to pay for. They joke that they have to catch 
him for the money. 


Helen and Tayo want to laugh for other rea- 
sons. Helen says the truck is worth very little. Tayo 
believes that “the white people sold junk pickups 
to Indians so they could drive around until they as- 
phyxiated themselves.” Leroy is easy prey for Emo, 
and eventually helps him to find Tayo. 


Little Sister 

Little Sister is Tayo’s mother. As a young 
woman, she ran around with white men, Mexican 
men, and anyone who was not from the Laguna 
Reservation. She sought an escape from her her- 
itage but wound up in Gallup. The family took Tayo 
and she vanished into the slums. 


Night Swan 

Night Swan is suspected of being a prostitute 
because she is single, lives above a bar, and dances 
for the men. When Josiah’s truck is parked night 
after night at the bar, the women of the town are 
relieved that he, not their husbands, is upstairs. 


A half-breed like Tayo, she reassures Tayo 
about their mixed race. She tells him the others 
blame him so that they do not have to face them- 
selves. 


Pinkie 

When the Apache boy who watches their sheep 
leaves for California, the family is forced to hire 
cousin Pinkie. During a dust storm, six sheep dis- 
appear. Suspiciously, Pinkie is wearing a new shirt 
and wielding a new harmonica. To his credit, he 
stays a week longer than he was supposed to but 
then heads up the line towards Gallup. He is Emo’s 
assistant in the pursuit of Tayo and helps to dis- 
pose of Harley and Leroy. Emo accidentally shoots 
him in the back of the head. 


Robert 

Auntie’s husband, Robert, takes over complete 
control of the family’s business when Josiah dies. 
He welcomes Tayo’s offer of help but knows that 
Tayo must get well first. He is a quiet man who 
works hard. He shows he cares for Tayo when he 
uncharacteristically speaks out about what Emo is 
doing and what people are saying. He warns Tayo 
that he needs to come back home and face Emo. 


Rocky 

Rocky was a star athlete who had to win. He 
desired one thing, to leave the Reservation and be 
successful in the world. He believed what the teach- 
ers told him, “Nothing can stop you now except 
one thing: don’t let the people at home hold you 
back.” He is killed in the war but others like him, 
says Betonie, can be found in Gallup. 


Shush 


Shush is Betonie’s helper and symbolizes the 
power of mixed elements. He is a mix of the hu- 
man and the supernatural. 


Tayo 

The main character in the novel is Tayo, a La- 
guna Pueblo and a veteran of World War II. At the 
opening, he feels like white smoke, like a ghost. 
He is suffering from post-traumatic stress syn- 
drome (battle fatigue) and the army doctors cannot 
help him. 
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Tayo knows that white medicine—a medicine 
that looks at one symptom, not the entire system— 
will not be effective. His sickness is a result of car- 
rying the sins of his mother physically and men- 
tally. He is a half-breed and as a youth was 
psychologically abused by Auntie. Further stress 
comes from being a member of an oppressed peo- 
ple. Tayo is very hard on himself; when Rocky dies 
on a death march in the Pacific, Tayo blames him- 
self. While at war, Josiah dies and again Tayo 
blames himself. 


The most harmful stress, however, is that while 
he was carrying Rocky he cursed the rain, and when 
the flies were everywhere he cursed the flies. Be- 
cause of these two acts, he feels responsible for the 
drought and the neglect of the Corn alter. 


All these stresses become his sickness; it keeps 
him in the hospital and then keeps him bedridden. 
Finally, Grandma sends for the traditional medicine 
man. But the medicine man is not as powerful as 
he once was. A new ceremony is needed to heal 
the community of the destruction brought by the 
whites, and it is determined that the ceremony must 
start with the war vets, with Tayo. The new cere- 
monial cure is to be found in the mixed blood of 
the old and the new—in Old Betonie’s ceremony 
and in Tayo’s completion of it. Then the rain will 
return. 


Through Betonie, Tayo realizes that being a 
mixed blood enables him to facilitate an embrac- 
ing cure for his people. But he must first destroy 
the manipulator, the witch Emo. Like the mythical 
Sun Father, he allows the witch to destroy himself. 
Tayo succeeds because he trusts in the greater com- 
munity and draws strength from the stories. As a 
result, witchery eats itself and Tayo is able to bring 
the story to the elders. “The ear for the story and 
the eye for the pattern were theirs; the feeling was 
theirs: we came out of this land we are hers.” 


Tayo, with Betonie, has created a new cere- 
mony and reestablished contact with certain ele- 
ments in the Pueblo tradition: the ceremonial plants 
he was told to gather; the rock face painting that 
has not been renewed since the war; and the woman 
of the mountains who has chosen him as a mes- 
senger. As a result, Tayo has merged his identity 
with his people and become well. He has entered 
the story reality where the people exist. He now 
has a place in the society’s ceremony and he has 
brought home the cattle to replenish his family’s 
economy. Auntie can no longer begrudge him, 
Grandma is proud, and the elders recognize him as 
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a fly who carried the message which lead to the re- 
turn of the rain. 


Ts’eh 

The personification of his ceremony is Ts’eh. 
She is the Montano—the Mountain woman, the 
earth. Her function is to help Tayo remember tra- 
ditions that have been forgotten as well as add a 
new one—the gathering of the purple root. In a 
sense, as the embodiment of Corn Woman, she is 
pleased with Tayo’s efforts. Accordingly she helps 
him by corralling the cattle and showing him the 
site of the she-elk painting. These things, along 
with the purple root, are the elements that most in- 
terest the old men in the Kiva. 


Themes 


Evil 

The Pueblo concept of reciprocity did not al- 
low for evil. They believed that because all things 
were interconnected, they simply had to keep up 
their end of the bargain. For example, when a 
hunter takes a deer, he sprinkles cornmeal to the 
spirits. If the dances and ceremonies are done, the 
crops will be plentiful. 


However, the Pueblos gradually found they 
needed an explanation for those evils which vio- 
lated this theory of reciprocity. They did not alter 
their cosmology by adding a devil. Instead, they at- 
tributed evil to witchery or the manipulation of life’s 
elements to selfish and violent ends. Furthermore, 
Native American people out of touch with the sto- 
ries of the people or wanting to replace those sto- 
ries are the ones that use witchery and, therefore, 
only Native American medicine and story can undo 
witchery. One story about witches explains that Na- 
tive Americans wear the skins of other animals in 
order to become that animal for a time. 


In the novel, witchery is at work before the war 
when the young men were convinced they had to 
enlist in order to prove themselves patriotic Amer- 
icans. Then, the uniforms-like skins-provided a 
taste of life as a white American. But the uniforms 
were taken back. Rather than return to their people 
and renew contact with the earth, they sit in the bar 
and tell stories about the witchery—about how 
much better it was chasing white women and killing 
“Japs.” Thus their connection with the Corn 
Woman remains broken. Emo embodies witchery 
as he encourages them in their storytelling. He ma- 
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Woman of the Laguna Pueblo. 


nipulates his friends to hate Reservation life, to re- 
main angry and drown itn alcohol. 


Tradiaon 

The central theme of Silko’s novel iş the rela- 
ugnship of the individual to the story of the com- 
munity. Por Tayo to be cured of the war witchery, 
he must remember his people’s story and renew his 
connection with the land and its governing deities. 
[In опе specific instance, he is shown a cliff face 
painting of A’moo’ooh. T’seh explains, “Nobody 
has come to paint it since the war, But as long as 
you remember what you have seen, then nothing is 
pone. As long as you remember, it 18 part of this 
story we have together.” 


Religion 

The three central figures in the Pueblo cos- 
mology are Thought-Woman, Com Mother, and 
Sun Father. They are interrelated and interdepen- 
dent. Thought-Woman opens the novel and is con- 
sidered responsible for the story. Thoughi- Woman 
created ihe universe by speech. She made the fifth 
world (the earth) and the four worlds below where 
the spints of the dead go. She appears throughout 
Pueblo mythology and throughout the story. Tayo 
must make contact with her, with the people's 
story, in order to bong a story 10 the ejders inside 
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the kiva. He tels them he has seen her. “They 
stanied crying/the otd men started crying...” 

Com Woman is perhaps the most important 
deity because corn 15 essential to the people’s econ- 
omy. Com Woman is interchangeable with mother 
earth. She represents growth, life, and the feminine 
powers of reproduction. She 1s honored by prayer 
slicks and offerings of blue and yellow pollen 
(Tayo fills anumai tracks with yellaw pollen). 
Dances in her honor are done in a zigzag ог light- 
ning pattems. Large dances include everyone but 
only men perform small dances. The Corn dance is 
done to bring rain, to assure abundant crops, and 
to increase fertility. The female powers support and 
grant according to his performance. A male pro- 
tagonist as a sacrificial intermediary performs the 
smal) dance in the novel—Tayo is the fly. Through- 
out the novel, from the entrance of Harley and the 
weaving journey astride a donkey, Tayo performs 
a series of ziz-zags. He also finds zig-zags on the 
supportive T’seh’s blanket. 

The story about Com Woman involves an evil 
Ck’o’ yo magician. The moral of this story is that 
if the Corn Alter is neglected and offerings are not 
given, the hfe processes supporting the people will 
not function. This story brings us to the last deity- 
Sun Father. He is a creative force unleashed by 
Thought-Woman to interact with Corn Woman. He 
represents masculine powers and light ang it is his 
job tO awaken the rain clouds. The offering to Sua 
Father is corn meal—a produci of Com Woman. 
Tayo’s link with the Sun Father occurs when Old 
Ku'oosh brings him blue commeal. Auntie feeds 
him, and he is able to keep tl in his stomach. Tayo’s 
ceremony mimics the story of the Sua Father but 
rather than bring back the rain clouds he must bing 
back the cattie, thereby bringing orospenty back to 
the family. 


Racism 

One of the most divisive questions facing Na- 
uve Amencans today is: who ts Native American? 
This quesnon might seem odd, but because there is 
sO much af stake—Native American Tribes are ex- 
plicitly mentioned in che U.S. Constitution as sov- 
ereign nations, and the U.S. Congress must nego- 
Gate treaties as they do with any sovereign 
пайоп—(ће United States government has kept the 
question confused. 

By recognizing only those persons with a cer- 
taio quantum of a specific Nation's blood as tnbal 
members, the notion of ancestry became a signifi- 
cant issue in the Native American community. In 
the late 1960s ancestry almost replaced the notion 
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Topics 
For Further 
Study 


e Silko refers to some of the environmental prob- 
lems facing the Laguna Reservation after World 
War Il. How do these problems affect the peo- 
ple’s culture? How do they affect Tayo’s cere- 
mony? How does Silko illuminate these prob- 
lems without documenting them and, then, how 
are they resolved, if at all? 


¢ Write an essay about the Pueblo theory of witch- 
ery. What types of behavior both in the story 
and in reality could be considered witchery? 
How does this theory help to spread responsi- 
bility while suggesting a solution to problems of 
greed, pollution, and hunger? 


e Silko suggests that the neglected Pueblo cere- 
monial traditions are not only useful but also es- 
sential to future survival. Think of some other 
religious traditions that are either out of use or 
corrupted. What value might they have, if any, 
once rejuvenated? 


¢ Without exception, the Native American people 
prophesied that the white man was coming. 
Those same prophecies also say that all things 
European will disappear. What do you think that 
means? Is it coming to pass? 


• Some cultures have definite patterns of recog- 
nition and ‘rites of passage.’ For example, the 
Plains Indians have a Vision Quest wherein a 
young person is ‘put out’ on a hilltop, or laid in 
a Shallow grave, with 4 days of water. This al- 
lows the adolescent to have a vision or receive 
a message about his future role in the commu- 
nity. Jews, on the other hand, acknowledge their 
adolescents with a Bar Mitzvah celebration. 
Modern secular culture has no such thing. In 
Ceremony, the young men saw enlistment in the 
Army as a rite of passage into white society. Re- 
search the cultural function of ‘rites of passage.’ 
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Are they needed? If so, what sort of ceremony 
could you envisage for celebrating the attain- 
ment of maturity in America? 


While the rest of the nation has seen a drop in 
violent crime (by 22%), Native American reser- 
vations are experiencing a crime wave (up by 
87%). The baby boom on the reservation of the 
1980s has translated into a large number of 
youths, and these kids and young adults are just 
beginning to imitate urban gangs in terms of cul- 
ture, violence, and drugs. The United States 
Congress and President Clinton are proposing to 
spend additional millions on new prisons and 
law enforcement on the Native American land. 
Thinking about Ceremony, argue for an alterna- 
tive solution to the infant gang problem. Then, 
do some research into alternative programs for 
Native American offenders: why are they under 
funded and ignored? 


Gather a number of brief accounts (cultural, his- 
torical, and archaeological) of the Pueblo Indi- 
ans. Placing them next to each other, compare 
the ways in which the Native Americans of the 
Southwest are presented. Oftentimes these de- 
scriptions will include suggestions on when to 
Visit reservations to see them dance. Given what 
you now know about Gallup, consider the ethics 
of this tourism. Is it ethical to encourage recre- 
ational gawking at Native Americans? What 
does this say about our culture in the 1990s? 


The Mayans were one of three civilizations to 
invent the mathematical concept of zero. The 
Pueblo People developed several strains of corn. 
What other knowledge and resources did the Na- 
tive Americans possess that were either stolen 
or buried (hint: research calendars, the material 
used for tires, and medical procedures)? 





of race as the determining factor for census pur- 
poses. This would have greatly diminished the 
racial wrangling that has perplexed America. Do- 
ing so would also have allowed Native Americans 
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to realize they were not a handful but a group of 
some 30 million—an incredible electoral force. 


Be that as it may, because blood quantum no- 


tions are so strict, the U.S. government counts very 
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few Native Americans. So, a person who is one 
quarter Irish, one quarter Mohawk, one quarter Ibo, 
and one quarter Lakota—but raised as 100% 
Pueblo—is not a Native American. Furthermore, 
the U.S. government has only recently recognized 
some tribes. For example, though Tucson was built 
around the Yaqui village of Pasqua, it was only in 
1973 that Congress recognized the Yaqui as Native 
Americans. 


This tension is everywhere in the novel. Tayo 
is a half-breed (his biological father was white) who 
was given up by his mother to be raised by his Aun- 
tie. Emo constantly reminds him of this because 
Emo wanted to be white (so did Rocky). But Tayo 
reminds him of the truth, “Don’t lie. You knew 
right away. The war was over, the uniform was 
gone. All of a sudden that man at the store waits 
on you last, makes you wait until all the white peo- 
ple bought what they wanted.” But even though 
they all know it, even though Tayo is a Native 
American despite what the government might say, 
there is too much self-hatred. This is the result of 
the boarding schools that taught them that Native 
Americans were savage people. “They never 
thought to blame white people for any of it; they 
wanted white people for their friends. They never 
saw that it was the white people who gave them 
that feeling and it was white people who took it 
away again when the war was over.” 


Night Swan adds to this complexity when she 
tells Tayo that mixed breeds are scapegoats. Peo- 
ple always blame the ones who look different. 
“That way they don’t have to think about what has 
happened inside themselves.” Emo and Auntie’s 
dislike of miscegenation runs counter to the cus- 
tom of the Pueblo who judge by actions not ap- 
pearance. As the end of the novel suggests, the peo- 
ple’s survival depends on these mixed breeds like 
Tayo and Betonie who are able, by force of cir- 
cumstance, to blend the old and new to tell a more 
relevant story. 


Narrative 

Silko once explained the Pueblo linguistic the- 
ory to an audience (found in Yello Woman and a 
Beauty of the Spirit) and that theory explains the 
narrative technique of her novel. 


“For those of you accustomed to being taken 
from point A to point B to point C, this presenta- 
tion may be somewhat difficult to follow. Pueblo 
expression resembles something like a spider’s 


web—with many little threads radiating from the 
center, crisscrossing one another. As with the web, 
the structure emerges as it is made, and you must 
simply listen and trust, as the Pueblo people do, 
that meaning will be made.” 


Not knowing the above theory, critics have 
lauded Ceremony’s non-chronological narrative. 
Silko’s purpose in using this technique for her story 
is to mimic, once again, the zig-zag pattern of the 
com dance as well as to stay true to Thought- 
Woman. That is, the whole of the novel is a cere- 
mony that the reader performs with every new read- 
ing. It is intended to blur the distinction between 
real time and story time in such a way that the 
reader is better able to empathize with the per- 
spective of a traditional Pueblo like Grandma: “It 
seems like I already heard these stories before ... 
only thing is, the names sound different.” 


Additionally, the narrative is told in third per- 
son mixed with traditional narrative. The stories of 
Thought-Woman, the Gambler, and the witches 
provide context for the saga of Tayo within the 
larger context of the Pueblo story. The Pueblos see 
themselves as their language, as a story. “I will tell 
you something about stories/ ... / They aren’t just 
entertainment./ Don’t be fooled./ They are all we 
have ... / all we have to fight off/ illness and death. 
As such, there are no boundaries between the pre- 
sent ceremony Tayo performs and the whole cere- 
mony the people perform to stay in balance with 
their belief system. “You don’t have anything/if 
you don’t have the stories.” 


Realism 

Along with praise for her narrative technique, 
Silko is applauded for her close observation of hu- 
man behavior. She remains true to life without ide- 
alizing her characters or setting. Her story is set in 
the depressed Laguna Reservation where, she says 
in passing, the orchards have been ruined by ura- 
nium runoff, drought is ruining crops, the Here- 
fords are dying, and the young men are drunk. She 
pulls no punches in describing Gallup and she 
makes no effort to idealize her characters. 


So a realistic picture is painted of society on 
the reservation after World War II. However, in do- 
ing so, she does not make the people out to be pa- 
thetic—Robert, Ku’oosh, Auntie, and Josiah are all 
respectable people. Nor does she make them into 
incredible heroes. 


Silko’s characters are struggling to negotiate 
the best route of survival in a world that they per- 
ceive as being dominated by destructive forces. Fi- 
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nally, as a result of their trials and tribulations, 
these people have a wisdom they would like to 
share with the white world if the white world would 
just pause to listen. 


Style 

An apocryphal story has it that when an Indian 
was praised for his poetry, he said, “In my tribe we 
have no poets. Everyone talks in poetry.” There is 
no clear distinction between prose and poetry 
among people who have an oral tradition and a pic- 
tographic literature called codices (none but a hand- 
ful of the codices remain). Silko took advantage of 
this and of her English language education to invent 
a written Pueblo style. By using the page itself, she 
mimics a pictograph in her opening quatrains. The 
blend of prose and poetry throughout the novel en- 
able her to weave new events with old stories. 


Silko’s style also allows her to save the old 
stories by spreading them. The affinity she creates 
between herself and Thought-Woman, as well as 
Tayo and various story figures, allows her to tell 
many stories in one novel. The result is that many 
readers who know nothing about the Laguna 
Reservation feel like an old friend to the characters 
in the novel. 


Stereotype 


Stereotypes are employed throughout the 
novel, such as the archetype of the drunken Indian. 
But the novel uses these stereotypes about Native 
Americans to tell a powerful and potentially sub- 
versive story. The figure of the drunken Indian is 
used to illustrate how negative images of Native 
American have become ingrained in the American 
consciousness. In another instance, by making use 
of the clownish vets, she can warn America that 
not only are the Native Americans not defeated but 
they are making a comeback. All of this is done 
within the Pueblo style because, in fact, clowns are 
a big part of Pueblo ceremonies. 


Part of the Pueblo technique of storytelling is 
the belief that the story exists in the listeners. This 
cuts both ways; part of the reason the novel suc- 
ceeds is that white society expects Native Ameri- 
cans to include myth and ceremony in their expla- 
nations for the world. So while Silko can offer a 
solution for veterans, for example, she can also 
speak to mainstream whites because she is telling 
a Native American story. Even her accusations of 
white America are done in a Native American 
way—by a story about witches. Lastly, in an al- 
most harmless way, Silko is telling Americans be- 
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forehand that Native Americans will get justice— 
all in good time. 


Historical Context 





Pueblo Indians 

The people of the Anasazi tradition inhabit the 
area of what is now the Southwestern United States 
(from Taos, New Mexico, to the Hopi mesas in Ari- 
zona). They are named Pueblo, meaning “village 
Indians” in Spanish. They live in concentrated vil- 
lages of buildings constructed from adobe local 
clay, and stone. These buildings are entered from 
the top floor. The buildings, often reaching to five 
stories, surround a plaza with a central kiva—a cer- 
emonial place dug into the ground. 


Of these people, the western Keres Tribe in- 
habits Acoma and Laguna. Acoma, perched atop a 
400-foot mesa, has been continuously inhabited 
since at least 1075 AD. Laguna was established 
more recently. The Pueblo economy centered on a 
sophisticated system of dry farming and seed cul- 
tivation. The matrilineal culture had its labor divi- 
sion: men farmed and performed the ceremonial 
dances; women made intricate basketry, exquisite 
pottery, and built the houses. Government was car- 
ried on by consensus; warfare was avoided; and 
trade took place with the Plains tribes to the north 
and the empires to the south. 


Around the time the novel was written, two 
tragedies struck the Laguna-Acoma communities in 
the 1970s. First, a teenage suicide pact led to fu- 
nerals for a number of boys and girls in 1973. Sec- 
ond, a man murdered and dismembered two 
friends. The murderer then bullied another friend 
to borrow a car from which he scattered the parts. 
He later said that he found the ax irresistible. 


Colonialism 

Spanish rule began with Don Francisco 
Vasquez de Cornado in 1540. Soon thereafter, the 
tribes and their lands were recognized as subject to 
the King of Spain. This recognition is important to 
this day as it supersedes, by international law, the 
claims of Mexico and then the United States. It was 
this charter that Silko heard discussed when Tribal 
officials charged New Mexico with land theft. The 
Spanish conquest brought Christianity, missionar- 
ies, and death to the Pueblos. To survive, they ac- 
cepted baptism and Christianity as an extension to 
their religion. 


The Mexican authorities came in the early 
1800s. They demanded that the people speak Span- 
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American POWs on the Bataan Death March, Philippines, c. May, 1942. 


ish, live in rectangular houses, adopt a representa- 
tional government, enroll their children in Mexican 
schools, and, more drastically, accept individual 
jand holdings owned by the maie head of house- 
hold. On the positive side, Catholicism was not as 
rigorousty imposed and so indigenous religion re- 
gained some of its popularity. 

The United States took over in 1848 when the 
Treaty of Guadeloupe—Hidalgo ended the Mexican- 
American War. The Americans substituted English 
for Spanish and added the choice of Protestantism 
as a religion for the Pueblo people. The Americans 
also demanded that the people farm like Ameri- 
cans—who farmed like Europeans. This style of 


agriculture, however, depends on European or 
Eastern seaboard rainfall. The Pueblo crescent re- 
celves an annual rainfall of 13 inches (a proper 
amount for a desert). It was not long before the re- 
gion was ruined economically. Since then, the 
Pueblo cities have been declared reservations and 
surrounded by white society. 


World War IT 

By the start of World War Il, every Native 
American group had been relegated to reservations 
for at least 40 years. That was enough time for the 
boarding schools and missionaries to have broken 
many spints and fostered a sense, among some, of 
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patriotism for the United States. When war broke 
out, many young men saw enlisting as an opportu- 
nity to gain entrance into mainstream white soci- 
ety. The United States also saw a need for Native 
Americans. They became invaluable, cheap, and 
immediate code talkers. From the Pacific Theater 
to the European Theater the Native American lan- 
guages of the Lakota, Comanche, Navajo, Kiowa, 
and many others were heard over the airwaves. 
Strangely, it is difficult to know how many Native 
Americans fought in World War II because only 
the code talkers were ‘racially’ identified. 


In addition to their language, the Native Amer- 
icans possessed other resources. Vast amounts of 
plutonium, uranium, gold, oil, and other valuable 
deposits lie beneath the barren reservations of 
South Dakota, Oklahoma, and the Pueblo Crescent. 
On the Laguna reservation they dug up the mate- 
rials needed for the research being done at Los 
Alamos, a mere 70 miles away. Trinity—test site 
for the A-bomb—was also close to the Pueblo 
reservation. 


The Indigenous Revival 

From N. Scott Momaday’s Pulitzer Prize to the 
seizure of Alcatraz Island, Native Americans were 
on the move in 1969 and showed no signs of slow- 
ing. In 1970, the Cherokee nation formed a new 
constitution and took the first steps toward reject- 
ing the American notion of race. Their constitution 
allowed membership in the tribal roles by virtue of 
ancestry. In 1970, they reclaimed the lands illegally 
stolen from them after they were removed to Ok- 
lahoma. Activists from the Cherokee nation were 
joined by hundreds of other Native Americans in 
their walk retracing the Trail of Tears. In 1975, the 
Passamaquoddy and Penobscot tribes filed a claim 
for nearly the entire state of Maine. 


The most notorious, feared, and militant group 
came from Minneapolis in the 1960s. AIM (Amer- 
ican Indian Movement) led a caravan to DC in 
1972. When the Nixon administration refused to 
meet with them, they took over the Bureau of In- 
dian Affairs building. Yielding to the threat of 
force, they absconded with tons of records. These 
records were given to their lawyers and used in law- 
suits against the FBI. 

The tension that resulted led to the showdown 
at Wounded Knee. There the United States military 
surrounded AIM activists for 71 days. AIM won. 
The media presence kept fatalities to one. AIM also 
brought its one concern—the Laramie Treaty of 
1858—to public awareness. The tie-ups in court, 
unfortunately, slowed down the Native American 
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activists by the late 1970s. By then the whole world 
was aware of the civil rights violations committed 
against Native Americans. This awareness was all 
the greater because of a march on the UN Confer- 
ence on [Indigenous Peoples held in Geneva in 
1977. Prominent leaders from Canada, the Iroquois 
nation, Mexico, South America, and the Hopi na- 
tion were joined by AIM and paraded in under 
drum and song. There they made their speeches and 
met with world leaders. The American press corps 
boycotted the event. 


Critical Overview 





Silko’s reputation was established immedi- 
ately when critical reception of Ceremony in 1977 
was not only positive but appeared in big maga- 
zine—no small accomplishment for the first female 
Native American novelist in the late 1970s. Criti- 
cal acclaim has been even more laudatory as the 
novel has become required reading across the na- 
tion. One facet of the novel particularly applauded 
was the success with which the novel challenges 
the reader to merge cultural frameworks. 


However, the criticism also revealed cultural 
gaps. Critics tried to lump Silko’s novel into pre- 
fabricated genres of American literature. There 
seemed to be great discomfort with viewing the 
novel as challenging and good on its own merits. 
Instead, the story is often patronizingly viewed as 
an effort to preserve Native American legend. Sur- 
prisingly, not one reviewer commented on the fact 
that the novel was set in the period of World War 
Il when the problem of 1977 was the phenomenon 
of the Native American Vietnam Vets (there were 
more than 43,000 nationwide). 


In his review for The Washington Post, Charles 
Larson makes an unqualified statement that “the 
war becomes an incredibly enlightening experience 
for Tayo—as it did for so many American Indians.” 
He later comments that Tayo’s story might fit in 
with fiction about World War II except that the 
novel is “strongly rooted within the author’s own 
tribal background.” That rootedness, for Larson, is 
the novel’s value. 


Hayden Carruth is not any more helpful in 
Harper’s Magazine. She attempts to link Tayo with 
Taoist philosophy because Tayo is seeking his 
“way.” Unfortunately, Carruth continues her re- 
view to say that the narrative repeats the old tale 
of the man returning rain and bounty to the people. 
This is done, she says, with the novelty of “native 
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[sic] American songs, legends, parables, a religio- 
cultural mythology in the fullest sense....” 


Carruth also has two negative criticisms of the 
novel. First, the story might bother some whites be- 
cause they might feel blamed, and some Native 
Americans because it does “not soften either the 
disagreements in the Indian community.” Second, 
the novel “is flawed,” she says, “by narrative de- 
vices that seem too contrived and by occasional 
stylistic inconsistencies.” 


Writing a review called, “Ghost Stores,” Ruth 
Mathewson was less forgiving and more con- 
fused—but she liked the story. She described Silko 
as a “saver” whose “determination to preserve so 
much ... makes great demands on the reader, who 
must exercise a selectivity the author has not pro- 
vided.” That is, Silko has not succeeded in blend- 
ing the roles of curator and scribe. 


Mathewson also brings her understanding of 
ceremony to bear on the novel when she says that 
the hero’s effort to heal the people “calls for a slow, 
meditative response.” However, Silko also “ex- 
ploits popular fictional elements, raising expecta- 
tions of speed and suspense that she does not 
satisfy.” Mathewson admits many of the 
“interrupting” poems “fell flat for me.” Finally, she 
says Silko’s prose style is “reminiscent of long-for- 
gotten novels of the ‘20s” and achieves a “gratu- 
itous realism.” 


Frank MacShane, in The New York Times Book 
Review, asserts: ‘the literature of the American In- 
dian is ritualistic.” Furthermore, he views the pur- 
pose of this literary tradition as the establishment of 
“a sense of unity between the individual and his sur- 
roundings ... [and] ... Silko’s first novel, aptly ti- 
tled ‘Ceremony,’ fits into this tradition.” Although 
offering a favorable assessment of the novel, his 
comments often sound like he is talking about a 
work of nonfiction instead of the first novel by a 
Native American woman who is trying to bind her 
oral traditions with the demands of print culture. 


Peter G. Beidler, in American Indian Quar- 
terly, places Silko with other distinguished Native 
American authors such as N. Scott Momaday and 
James Welch. Here the developing similarities of 
Native American literature are explored—the male 
Native American begins confused but reorients 
himself to his tribal identity. He also discusses the 
historical consciousness evident in the stories. He 
does offer some negative criticism, however, when 
he faults Silko for not developing her women char- 
acters. 


Elaine Jahner offered considerate insight into 
the novel in the Prairie Schooner by acknowledg- 
ing Silko as a novelist. She said, 


“St is ... Silko’s profound and efficient understand- 
ing of the relationship between the tribal sense of or- 
der that is perpetuated through oral storytelling and 
those other models of narrative order—the novel and 
the short story that makes her a writer whose works 
enable Indian and non-Indian alike to understand that 
the traditional written genres can perpetuates some 
of the creative impulses that were formerly limited 
to the oral mode of transmission.” 


More recent criticism has followed Jahner. 
James Ruppert, for example, wrote in 1988 that 
Silko fuses “contemporary American Fiction with 
Native American storytelling.” By the time of Rup- 
pert’s review, however, Ceremony had almost 
reached the status of canonical work in college syl- 
labi across the nation. It remains a favorite book 
for people of all backgrounds who are slightly dis- 
illusioned with America and who want to under- 
stand how to construct a new identity. With that 
motivation, there are many people actively identi- 
fying with Tayo as a new American hero. 


Unfortunately, as Silko recently told Thomas 
Irmer during an A/t-X interview, her critical repu- 
tation as a writer has been influenced by her more 
political and very anti-capitalist 1991 novel, А/- 
manac of the Dead. 





Criticism 


Robert Bennett 

Bennett is a graduate student in English at the 
University of California at Santa Barbara. In the 
following essay, he analyzes how Leslie Marmon 
Silko’s novel, Ceremony, uses Native American 
cultural traditions and an environmentalist land 
ethic to create a revisionist critique of American 
politics and history. 


The central conflict of Leslie Marmon Silko’s 
Ceremony is Tayo’s struggle to gain psychological 
wholeness in the face of various traumatic experi- 
ences, ranging from a troubled childhood to cul- 
tural marginalization and combat experiences dur- 
ing World War II. Throughout the novel, the key 
to Tayo’s psychological recovery is his rediscov- 
ery of Native American cultural practices. 


Most of the crucial turning points in the novel 
occur when Tayo listens to, takes part in, or learns 
more about Native American cultural traditions. He 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


* St. Andrew's “Healing The Witchery: Medicine 
in Silko’s Ceremony,” pnuted in Anzona Quar- 
terly, Vol. 44, No 1, discusses the Pueblo cos- 
mology in greater detail. This 1s a good article 
for further investigating the underlying religious 
and cultural themes of the novel. 


+ After ten years of work, Silko published her sec- 
ond novel, Almanac of the Dead. This novei is 
more overtly political and reflects the hysteria 
surrounding illegal immigration, drug running, 
the CIA, and other phenomena of the 1980s. 
Like Ceremony, legends are interwoven with the 
present day as an ancient book is pieced back 
together after being smuggled out of the clutches 
of the book burning Spanish. 


• Sitko corrects some mistakes about her own bi- 
ography and gives insights into her work in a 
book of essays, Yello Woman and a Beauty of 
the Spirit (1996), In this collection, she tells of 
her fascination with photography, the ancient 
codices, and some of the historical events which 
influenced her noveis. 


« N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawa was 
published in 1968 and won a Pulitzer Prize in 
1969. It was published at the start of a Native 
American cultural renaissance and in the midst 
of a new assertion of political righis, the novel 
telis the story of a man remming to his Kiowa 
Pueblo from World War II. 


Ceremony 





e A decade before Dee Brown and the general re- 
consideration of Native Amencans that occurred 
in the early 1970s, William Brandon presented 
a general survey of Native American history for 
The American Heritage Library. The book was 
appropnately titied, Indians, and was published 
in 1961, The work, though brief, is quite re- 
markabte for its scope and objectivity. 


* Ward Churchill’s A Little Matter of Genocide: 
Holocaust and Denial in the Americas 1492 to 
the Present published in 1998, :s his latest work 
documenting the history of his people. A Chero- 
kee himself, Churchili has been an avid chron- 
icler of the attempt to eradicate the Native 
Americans from the planet. In this work, he fo- 
cuses on the attempt to cover up the story of 
genocide, 


¢ A record of Native American political activism 
in the 1970s has been compiled by Troy John- 
son, Joane Nagel, and Duane Champagne, enti- 
tled, American indian Activism: Alcatraz to the 
Longest Walk. 


“ А Lumbee Indian named David E. Wilkins 
charted the way in which the US Supreme Court 
has curtailed the nghts of Native Americans. 
The result was his 1977 work, American indian 
Sovereignty and the U.S. Supreme Court: The 
Masking of Justice, where he examines fifteen 
landmark cases for their implications on Indians 
as well as all minority groups. 


propresses towards recovery when he visits medi- 
cine men, returns to traditional customs and prac- 
tices, or develops an intimate relationship with 
someone like Ts’eh who ves according to tradi- 
tiona] ways. As he develops an increased under- 
standing of native cuitural practices and ntual cer- 
emonies he finds psychological peace, which he 
quickly loses whenever he seeks other sources of 
healing—whether he seeks them in the glories of 
war, the pleasures of alcohol, or the medical prac- 
tices of the army psychiatric hospital. 
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The novel’s opening poem describes the in- 
credible powers that language, stories, and rituals 
have in Native American cultures: ceremonies are 
the only cure for human and cultural ailments, and 
stones and language have the power to create 
worlds. As the novel progresses, 1t demonstrates 
this power by showing how ntuals are more effec- 
uve than anything else in helping Tayo heal. 

Moreover, Tayo’s struggle to return to indige- 
nous cultural traditions parallels Sitko's own strug- 
gle as a writer who wants to integrate Native Amer- 
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ican traditions into the structure of her novel. In- 
stead of simply following the literary conventions 
used by other American and European writers, 
Silko develops new literary conventions that draw 
upon Native American cultural traditions. For ex- 
ample, her narrative plot follows a cyclical sense 
of time, like that found in Native American myths 
and legends, instead of a western linear sense of 
time. It is also open to non-rational spiritual expe- 
riences instead of limiting itself to scientific logic 
and reason. In addition, her general focus is more 
on the community as a whole and Tayo’s relation- 
ship to that community than it is on Tayo’s per- 
sonal individuality. 


Even more importantly, she structures the en- 
tire novel itself as a sacred ritual or ceremony. 
Throughout the novel, she repeatedly switches back 
and forth between the main plot and a series of in- 
terconnected poems based on various Native Amer- 
ican legends. 


These interspersed poems create a second 
mythic narrative that runs parallel to the realistic 
narrative about Tayo. Even though these mythical 
poems take up less space than the realistic narra- 
tive, they are equally, if not more, important than 
the realistic narrative. They provide additional in- 
sight into Tayo’s various struggles, they outline the 
pattern for his recovery, and they are placed at both 
the beginning and the end of the novel. In addition, 
Betonie’s healing ceremony encapsulates the cen- 
tral themes and struggles developed throughout the 
novel, and it marks the central turning point in 
Tayo’s recovery. 


By making these mythic poems and ritual cer- 
emonies such a significant part of the novel, Silko 
extends her authorial voice beyond first-person and 
third-person narration to include the ritualistic 
voice of a shaman or storyteller. Thus, Silko ex- 
presses the Native American belief that ritual heal- 
ing and art are intimately connected because sto- 
ries and rituals have the power to heal. 


Nevertheless, both Silko’s description of Na- 
tive American healing ceremonies and her own 
artistic use of Native American narrative forms are 
unorthodox. For example, Ku’oosh’s traditional rit- 
uals partially cure Tayo, but Betonie’s new com- 
plex, hybrid ceremonies are even more effective. 
By making Betonie’s rituals more potent than 
Ku’oosh’s, Silko suggests that recovering one’s 
cultural roots does not always mean being stuck in 
the past and endlessly repeating only what has been 
done before. Instead, Silko argues that even tradi- 
tional cultures need to evolve and change, modify- 


ing to meet new circumstances and enlarging to cre- 
ate a broader dialogue with other cultural traditions. 
In this sense, Silko’s sense of ritual is not narrowly 
Native American but broadly multicultural. 


Native American traditions make up an essen- 
tial part of that multicultural mosaic, but they are 
not the whole of it. This multicultural sensibility is 
further demonstrated by Silko’s frequent attempts 
to develop connections between different cultures 
within her novel. In particular, Silko develops sev- 
eral relationships between Native American and 
Japanese cultures. Tayo believes that the Japanese 
soldier is his Native American uncle because he has 
a spiritual sensitivity to the interconnectedness of 
all peoples and cultures. Tayo cannot stand Emo’s 
hatred toward the Japanese because he realizes that 
violence toward any part of this multicultural mo- 
saic inevitably hurts everyone. In fact, Tayo even- 
tually realizes that even his own anger toward Emo 
must be overcome because violence cannot be pre- 
vented with more violence. 


The novel’s conclusion makes this connection 
between Native Americans and the Japanese even 
clearer because both Native Americans and the 
Japanese were victims of World War II. Native 
American lands were destroyed through uranium 
mining in order to destroy the Japanese with bombs 
built from the mines on native reservations. Thus, 
Silko demonstrates that there are more connections 
between cultures than one might recognize at first 
glance. While this multicultural vision derives from 
traditional Native American beliefs about the in- 
terconnectedness of all beings, it extends beyond 
Native American cultures to include all of the 
world’s many cultures. 


In addition, Ceremony also links Native Amer- 
ican cultural traditions to the land and people’s re- 
lationship to it. The novel is full of beautiful de- 
scriptions of the natural landscape, philosophical 
discussions about the essential nature of land, and 
ritual ceremonies connected to the landscape. 


In particular, Silko’s sense of the land func- 
tions in two ways. First, the ceremonies heal Tayo 
by reconnecting him to the land. They orient him 
according to sacred geographies, they teach him the 
importance and meaning of particular places, and 
they endow the earth with spiritual significance. 
Throughout the novel, Silko repeatedly reminds the 
reader that Native American cultures see the land 
and ceremonial rituals as inseparably connected 
and mutually reinforcing sources of spiritual well 
being. Drawing closer to the land helps Tayo bet- 
ter understand Native American ritual ceremonies, 
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just as participating in these ceremonies helps Tayo 
reconnect himself to the land. These are two sides 
of the same coin. 


In addition, Silko also uses Native American 
beliefs about the land to address a wide variety of 
contemporary political and cultural issues such as 
environmentalism, colonialism, and the sover- 
eignty of Native American peoples. In this sense, 
Silko’s sense of the land involves not only a native 
spiritual worldview but also a comprehensive po- 
litical critique. 

By drawing attention to the relationships 
between colonialism and economic inequality, be- 
tween private property and racial divisions, and 
between mining and nuclear destruction, Silko 
calls into question western civilization’s economic 
and legal interpretations of the land. America’s 
claim to the land of America is revealed as a 
hypocritical mask for colonial conquest, just as 
raping the environment through mining is revealed 
as part of a larger industrial-military complex 
whose ultimate goal is to produce weapons of 
mass destruction. 


An excellent example of these kinds of con- 
nections can be seen when Silko exposes that the 
real purpose behind Floyd Lee’s wolf-proof fence 
is to keep Indians and Mexicans out. With this im- 
age of the wolf-Indian-Mexican fence, Silko shows 
the relationship between western civilization’s hos- 
tility toward the natural environment (wolves), its 
economic ideology of private property (fences), 
and racial divisions between the dominant Anglo- 
American culture and other minority cultures (Na- 
tive American and Mexican). 


The irony that Mr. Lee’s fence enables him to 
steal Tayo’s cattle in addition to protecting his own 
cattle only further emphasizes how Silko politicizes 
this image. Legal and political boundaries not only 
divide mine from yours, but they also enable me to 
steal what is yours, like they enabled the stealing 
of native lands. 


Throughout the novel, Silko combines images 
like Mr. Lee’s wolf-Indian-Mexican fence with im- 
ages of international wars and mining and nuclear 
testing on Native American lands. In the end, it is 
the Trinity test site that prompts Tayo’s climactic 
epiphany of how the divisions between cultures are 
created by western civilization’s war against nature 
in the name of private property. This war against 
nature ends up turning the creative powers of na- 
ture against themselves to produce weapons of 
mass destruction. This, in turn, escalates into a war 
against us as neighbors turn against neighbors and 
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nations turn against nations justified by the bound- 
aries legitimized by the ideology of land owner- 
ship. 


Land ownership becomes the central issue, 
however, not only because it negates a sacred un- 
derstanding of the land as a living being shared by 
all but also because the test site is specifically land 
taken from Native American peoples. Like Mr. 
Lee’s fence, the test site simultaneously represents 
both the destructiveness of western economic de- 
velopment and the hypocrisy of what whites have 
done to the American continent in the name of 
building and defending the nation. Ultimately, 
Tayo rejects white civilization for a deeper spiri- 
tual understanding of a world without boundaries, 
without divisions, and without private property. 


In this sense, Silko’s novel is not just a story 
about one Native American veteran trying to piece 
his life back together after returning from World 
War II. In a much deeper sense, it is an allegory 
about America as a whole and about how Tayo and 
other Native Americans fit into the broader mosaic 
of American history. In particular, Silko’s novel 
rewrites American history so that Native Ameri- 
cans like Tayo are no longer pushed into the mar- 
gins and ignored. She shows that they have con- 
tributed to and continue to contribute to American 
history by providing the land on which it happens, 
by fighting for America in international conflicts, 
and by contributing to America’s economic devel- 
opment. 


Even more importantly, however, she shows 
that Native American cultural traditions also pro- 
vide an alternative, and in Silko’s opinion, supe- 
rior view of what America’s future could look like 
if it will chose to be more spiritually sensitive, mul- 
ticulturally respectful, and environmentally re- 
sponsible. In this sense, Ceremony adds an impor- 
tant and potentially healing voice to the on-going 
debate of what it means to be an American. 


Source: Robert Bennett, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998. 


Elizabeth N. Evasdaugher 


In Evasdaughter’s analysis of Silko’s use of 
humor in Ceremony, the critic points out the jokes, 
gentle teasing, and irony that lighten the tale and 
confirm Silko as a “true comic novelist.” 


In Ceremony, Leslie Silko brilliantly crosses 
racial styles of humor in order to cure the foolish 
delusions readers may have, if we think we are su- 
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perior to Indians or inferior to whites, or perhaps 
superior to whites or inferior to Indians. Silko plays 
off affectionate Pueblo humor against the black hu- 
mor so prominent in 20th-century white culture. 
This comic strategy has the end-result of opening 
our eyes to our general foolishness, and also to the 
possibility of combining the merits of all races. 
Joseph Campbell wrote in The Inner Reaches of 
Outer Space of the change in mythologies away 
from the local and tribal toward a mythology that 
will arise from “this unified earth as of one har- 
monious being.” Ceremony is a work that changes 
local mythologies in that more inclusive spirit. 


Silko is the right person to have written this 
book. She herself 1s a mixed-blood, and her expe- 
rience has evidently given her access not only to a 
variety of problems, but also to a variety of styles 
of clowning and joking.... Although Ceremony is 
serious, offering a number of valuable propositions 
for our consideration, the narrative also spins a web 
of jokes in the morning sun.... 


The ceremony Silko narrates is that of a 
Navajo sing, but one not sung exactly as it would 
have been done before whites arrived in New Mex- 
ico, nor sung by a pure-blood Indian, nor sung on 
behalf of a pure-blood Indian. As is traditional, the 
ceremony is to be completed after the sing by the 
sick man, a Laguna named Tayo. His efforts to fin- 
ish the ceremony by correct action form the last 
half of the novel, just as the first half was com- 
posed of the events which made him sick. These 
two series of events, taken together, make it clear 
that what the Veterans’ Administration doctors 
have labelled battle fatigue is, in Tayo’s case at 
least, really a struggle to make a decision about 
death. He tries two ways of responding to its inva- 
sion of his life that do not work—self-erasure and 
killing an agent of death. Finally he is able to find 
a way of opposing destruction which will not lead 
to his erasure as a force on the reservation, not al- 
low anyone to kill him, and most important, not 
change him too into an agent of death. 


Tayo’s difficulty is grave, yet Silko jokes 
about it frequently. The belief among whites that 
Indians never laugh is contradicted continually by 
the sounds of Indians responding to subtle in-jokes 
or to a corrective kind of teasing crystallized in the 
work of ritual clowns. Black Elk [in Black Elk 
Speaks: Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the 
Oglala Sioux | speaks of clowns appearing when 
people needed a good laugh. At that time, he says, 
the clowns based their performance on the minor 
frustrations of life or on our minor flaws as human 


beings, such as our tendency to exaggerate our 
plight.... I believe that Leslie Marmon Silko is in 
effect a sacred clown, turning the light of laughter 
against evils which might otherwise weaken us 
all... 


Human clowning of a farcical type, exposing 
our human flaws in a manifestly physical way, 
builds up Silko’s philosophy. The drunk Indian vet- 
erans who had attempted to fight over Helen Jean 
“started pushing at each other, in a staggering cir- 
cle on the dance floor. The other guys were cheer- 
ing for a fight. They forgot about her.” Their lack 
of real love for women goes with their general in- 
effectuality. The whole scene parodies the war, all 
its supposedly ardent love for motherland, all its 
proclaimed desire to protect wife and home for- 
gotten in the blundering, futile rituals of fighting. 


These clowning scenes become more elaborate 
as the novel continues. An example of this is the 
size and complexity of the expedition organized to 
capture Tayo at his most harmless. He is carefully 
surrounded at night by V.A. doctors in dark green 
government cars, Bureau of Indian Affairs police, 
and some of the old men of the pueblo, just as if 
he were insane, hostile, and armed, when we as 
readers know he has spent the summer outdoors 
looking after his skinny cattle and rediscovering the 
old religion, or if you like, dreaming of a beautiful 
Indian woman. The absurdity of this great stake- 
out does not cancel, but accompanies and points up 
the danger to Tayo. As readers, we both fear for 
him and half-expect the ambush will be 100% in- 
effectual.... 


[Silko] teases her readers in a gentle manner 
that can enlighten. When Tayo is ordered to shoot 
a Japanese soldier and suddenly sees him as his Un- 
cle Josiah, everyone around him tells him that 
Josiah couldn’t be in two places at the same time 
or that hallucinations are natural with malaria or 
battle fatigue.... Actually the vision, which I would 
call a projection of Tayo’s or Josiah’s mind, illus- 
trates for Tayo the universality of human goodness 
and the evil of killing. When, reading along, we fi- 
nally realize this, it’s natural to smile at our earlier 
foolish Europeanized faith in our ideas of mental 
illness.... 


Silko turns her teasing also toward younger In- 
dians like Helen Jean, who evaluates Tayo as the 
least friendly male at the Y Bar, when in fact he is 
the only one who cares, even briefly, what is go- 
ing to happen to her. As for half-breeds like Tayo, 
Silko repeatedly exposes his gullibility toward er- 
roneous white beliefs. His difficulty in believing 
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that someone other than an Indian will steal, much 
less that a white man will steal, is typical of Indian 
jokes about oppression [as Joseph Bruchac said in 
Parabola, Winter, 1987.] 


Silko does not exclude herself from being 
teased either. At the end of her innovative portrayal 
of evil, she allows Tayo’s grandmother, the arche- 
typal storyteller, to indicate her boredom at the 
story of Emo’s downfall: 


Old Grandma shook her head slowly, and closed her 
cloudy eyes again. “I guess I must be getting old,’ 
she said, “because these goings-on around Laguna 
don’t get me excited any more.’ She sighed, and laid 
her head back on the chair. ‘It seems like I already 
heard these stories before ... only thing is, the names 
sound different.’ 


This narrative irony is a little joke at all of us 
—Silko for feeling she had written an original work 
about evil, any Indians who might have been wor- 
rying about her modernization of the stories, any 
whites who might have believed the test of art is 
originality, or maybe entertainment, rather than 
spiritual power. The serious effectiveness of 
Silko’s tale is indicated by the passage which fol- 
lows: “Whirling darkness/has come back on it- 
self.... It is dead for now.” 


All the instances of Indian humor in Ceremony 
have been overlooked by some of the white read- 
ers | have talked with, possibly because of lack of 
contact with non-European communities or culture. 
Indian irony can be “either so subtle or so keyed 
to an understanding from within of what is funny 
to a people that an outsider would fail to recognize 
it [Parabola, Winter, 1987.]” Such outsiders tend 
to take many light passages in Ceremony as solemn 
or tense, and wear themselves out before the real 
crisis comes. Yet Silko has given non-Indian read- 
ers enough clues to enjoy her inside jokes.... 


Tayo at times carries irony as far as black hu- 
mor. When other barflies buzz about their equality 
with whites, Tayo tells a more truthful, and by con- 
trast, more ironic narrative about their status. When 
Emo repeatedly brings up how whites have taken 
everything the Indians had, Tayo wisecracks to 
himself, “Maybe Emo was wrong; maybe white 
people didn’t have everything. Only Indians had 
droughts.” This private shot of wry acknowledges 
both white injustice and Emo’s dishonesty, thus 
mentally challenging blackness, not just learning to 
endure it... 


Emo mocks traditional Indian values, despises 
everything living, and spends his time spreading 
contempt, resentment, idleness, pleasure in the hu- 
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miliation and suffering of other people—in short, 
hatred. His first diatribe in Ceremony is against 
reservation ranchlands: “Look what is here for us. 
Look. Here’s the Indians’ mother earth! Old dried- 
up thing!” By breaking the law of reverence, his 
sarcasms raise loud laughter. By speaking only of 
white women, he gets his fellow veterans, except 
Tayo, to laugh and cheer at stories about bringing 
women down. By referring to Japanese soldiers al- 
ways and only as Japs, as officers, as enemies, he 
tricks the others into rejoicing at the smashing of 
fellow people of color. They are fooled because 
Emo’s jokes resemble jokes made “not to take our 
minds off our troubles, but to point out ways to sur- 
vive and even laugh” [as Bruchac noted]. Unfortu- 
nately, Emo’s references to troubles do not carry 
hints about survival or corrections of faults. Not 
noticing the difference, Emo’s bar buddies, most of 
them, commit themselves by every laugh to discard 
a little more of Indian tradition, their only possible 
road to a satisfying life.... 


Silko sees through Emo’s descriptions and can 
see where his black philosophy must end. To ac- 
knowledge evil and study it, has not made a con- 
vert of her, however. She plays a worse trick on 
Emo than he wanted to play on Tayo; as a true 
comic novelist always does, she thwarts evil and 
establishes the good in a new and more complete 
harmony. Hers is the laughter that rises in the spirit, 
when the preachers of inferiority and inevitable 
doom have been disproved and defeated. What is 
finest in her, J believe, is the wisdom of her method 
of bringing the good out of its trials safely. Her 
wisdom is that of choosing love.... 


Although the last scenes of Ceremony have a 
number of surprises, they have been prepared for. 
Tayo’s refusal to be caught up in the dynamics of 
mutual destruction is comical because it seems 
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cowardly, as whites judge bravery, even disloyal, 
by Army standards. In truth, his hiding behind the 
rock is his least white, least hateful action, even, 
perhaps, a sort of yellow humor, to go with his 
Asian connection. 


Not only does Silko as novelist arrange for the 
defeat of Emo’s plan either to sacrifice or to cor- 
rupt Tayo. She also plots a punishment for the vil- 
lain which is more appropriate and funnier than 
the one he has planned for Tayo. In the outcome, 
Silko, and readers who side with her, laugh, per- 
haps silently, but also happily at Emo’s final de- 
feat, hearts lifting because “he got his.” In this 
way, as a comic novelist, Silko has brought in a 
third type of black humorist, the one who steals 
the tricks of the blackest jokers and uses them 
against their owners. I have found that Anglo or 
anglicized readers easily miss Silko’s punishment 
of Emo, thinking he has gotten away scot-free. 
That’s because she outfoxes him as Tayo did, 
aikido style, without violence. He might have died, 
but the old men of the pueblo only exile him, and 
he chooses to go to California, the epitome of all 
that he admires. The joke of it is seen by the now 
gentle Tayo: “‘California,’ Tayo repeated softly, 
‘that’s a good place for him’.” This brief and quiet 
comment scores off evil more aptly than Emo ever 
scored off good. Emo will be in harmony with Cal- 
ifornia; the apex of his desires is as bad as he is. 
This joke mocks the White Lie, the delusion that 
whites are superior, for in it Silko is using the most 
prosperous part of her region, a proud achievement 
of white culture in this country, as the most severe 
punishment she can assign, far worse than mutila- 
tion, an early death, or life in Gallup. Emo’s exile 
is a joke, too, about the self-proclaimed superior- 
ity of white institutions. If the old men were to 
bring charges against Emo, government courts 
would probably either discredit Tayo’s testimony 
or execute Emo. None of their methods would stop 
Emo’s impact on the pueblo. The Laguna answer 
to capital punishment is more intelligent, avoids 
imitating murderers, and punishes them less mer- 
cifully. 


Whites with some appreciation for Indian cul- 
ture sometimes express a surprising certitude that 
“this once great culture is being lost or replaced by 
an Anglo culture that does not have the same re- 
spect for nature ... and is in some ways morally in- 
ferior to it” [according to Edith Blicksilver in 
Southwest Review, 1979]. The celestial laughter 
Silko calls forth by her Ceremony shows that In- 
dian civilization is living and has the potential to 
transform anglo culture. As she said in a 1978 in- 


terview [in American Studies in Scandinavian, 
1981], “These things will only die if we neglect to 
tell the stories. So I am telling the stories.” More- 
over she has turned the quietest laugh against the 
loudest. With the help of Indian humor, even if we 
do not entirely get her jokes, she purifies us of our 
illusions about white culture, and those about Ín- 
dian culture as well. Ultimately she demonstrates 
that combining our cultures, as her narrative does, 
has the power to civilize both. 


Source: Elizabeth N. Evasdaugher, “Leslie Marmon Silko’s 
Ceremony: Healing Ethnic Hatred by Mixed-Breed Laugh- 
ter” in MELUS, Vol. 15, No. 1, Spring, 1988, pp. 83-95. 


Kristin Herzog 


Herzog focuses on Silko’s depiction of two as- 
pects of gender portrayal in a Native American 
novel that transcends Western stereotypes—that of 
a male protagonist as a “feeling man” and that of 
a female divinity as a “thinking woman.” 


Feminist literary criticism of the past decades 
has often pointed to powerful women figures in 
American literature. From Hawthorne’s Hester 
Prynne to Alice Walker’s Meridian one can find 
many images which counter the stereotype of the 
clinging, submissive, and self-sacrificing woman. 
By contrast, these powerful women are courageous, 
independent of judgment, and as intelligent as any 
man, without becoming egocentric or losing their 
sense of interpersonal relationships. Little attention 
has been paid, however, to male figures who are 
sensitive instead of ruthless, gentle instead of 
heroic, community-conscious instead of individu- 
alistic. It is especially important to find such im- 
ages in Native American literature because in the 
popular imagination the American Indian male is 
still either a savage killer, a degenerate drunkard, 
or nature’s stoic, noble man. 


I would like to concentrate here on two aspects 
of gender portrayal in a Native American novel: the 
holistic depiction of a male protagonist, a “feeling 
man,” and the mythological background of such a 
character portrayal, a female divinity who is a 
“thinking woman.” Both are transcending Western 
stereotypes of gender portrayal. 


Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Ceremony cen- 
ters on Tayo, a young man of the Southwestern La- 
guna tribe, who fought in the Pacific islands dur- 
ing World War II. His cousin, with whom he grew 
up like a brother, is killed by the Japanese. Tayo is 
driven insane by this loss as well as by seeing the 
image of his beloved uncle and stepfather, Josiah, 
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in the face of one of the Japanese he is supposed 
to shoot. 


When Tayo returns to the United States, he is 
placed in a mental hospital in Los Angeles and 
drugged into senselessness by doctors who are un- 
able to understand his inner turmoil. On his release 
and return to the Laguna reservation he suffers from 
horrible nightmares, nausea, and a feeling of total 
failure. He accuses himself of having cursed the 
jungle rain which contributed to the death of his 
cousin and thereby having caused the drought 
which is ruining the Laguna people. Only after un- 
dergoing an ancient healing ritual (a bear cure in- 
volving sand-painting) is Tayo able to find sanity, 
to understand the complexities of individual, so- 
cial, and “cosmic” sin—here called “witchery”— 
and to rediscover his strong ties to the land and his 
people. 

The style of the novel superbly expresses the 
essence of the story. It is often as fragmentary as 
Tayo’s mental condition and as disjointed as the 
tribe’s position between cultural persistence and as- 
similation. Past and future are telescoped into the 
present. Flashbacks and dream visions contribute 
to the reader’s feeling of disruption as well as of a 
continual challenge to do what Tayo instinctively 
tries to do, that is, weave together the fragments, 
struggle to find a pattern of meaning. What differ- 
entiates Silko’s style from that of most Anglo- 
American novelists is her use of oral traditions 
which are intricately woven into the narrative in the 
form of poems, ritual prayers, stories, and tribal 
rumors.... 


The point of the novel is that Tayo finds his 
identity by rediscovering in himself and in all of 
creation what traditionally has been called the 
“feminine.” His true manhood had been violated 
when he was supposed to kill people, especially 
since they looked like his kin. Being forced as a 
soldier to suppress his anima, he was driven insane. 
But the memory of childhood experiences and 
tribal stories reawakens his sensitivity and his nur- 
turing instincts which, in the end, make him more, 
not less, of a man. 


From earliest infancy, Tayo has learned to live 
by instinct and sensuous perception. His Laguna 
mother is driven from her tribe because Tayo is an 
illegitimate child, fathered by a Mexican. She sur- 
vives for only a few years, living with other out- 
casts in a slum area. The neglected child orients 
himself by smells, sounds, and sights, whether 
sensing the arrival of his perfumed mother and her 
beer-smelling lovers or detecting morsels of food 
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in refuse piles. When at the age of four he is taken 
by his aunt and uncle into their ranch home, he 
learns the smells of animals and the sights and 
sounds of mountains, winds, and rivers. It is the 
memory of these sensations which helps him to re- 
cover from his war trauma and to feel deep joy 
when he is alone with nature: 


He breathed deeply, and each breath had a distinct 
smell of snow from the north, of ponderosa pine on 
the rimrock above; finally he smelled horses from the 
direction of the corral, and he smiled. Being alive 
was all right then.... He squatted down by the pool 
and watched the dawn spreading across the sky like 
yellow wings. The mare jingled the steel shanks of 
the bit with her grazing, and he remembered the 
sound of the bells in late November. 


Tayo has been shown by his uncle Josiah— 
another male figure who is gentle and caring—that 
violence is senseless. When, as a young boy, he 
kills many flies because his white teacher has 
taught the children that flies carry disease, Josiah 
lovingly reprimands him and explains that in im- 
memorial times when the people were starving be- 
cause they had behaved badly, it was a fly which 
went to Mother Earth to ask forgiveness for the 
people. Since then the grateful people do not kill 
flies. 


When Tayo shoots his first deer, he carefully 
observes the ritual of the conscientious hunter who 
would never kill for sport. After he has undergone 
the healing ceremony, he is responsive to nature in 
its smallest manifestations, imitating the gentleness 
of the bees in pollinating flowers with a small 
feather or saving a tree from an early winter storm 
by carefully shaking the snow from its branches. 


Tayo lives out of dreams—whether nightmares 
or beautiful visions. Compared to the other war vet- 
erans who are noisy, bragging drunkards, he is shy 
and often silent. But he is no coward or weakling. 
When one of the young men, Emo, speaks insult- 
ingly of his own people as well as of Tayo’s mixed 
ancestry, Tayo is so enraged that, like Billy Budd, 
he becomes violent in his inability to express his 
feelings. On this occasion he comes close to killing 
Emo. 


An important part of Tayo’s story is his en- 
counter with Ts’eh, the mysterious woman who is 
also—on the mythological level—a goddess or 
mountain spirit.... He learns how to use herbs and 
to gather plant seeds with great care. “Ts’eh Mon- 
tano, or ‘Water Mountain,’ seems a coded and com- 
posite reference to the spirit-woman who returns 
vitality to the arid desert for Indians, Mexicans, and 
whites alike, all embodied in Tayo, all sharing in 
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the sickness and health of one another, many as one 
with the land” [Kenneth Lincoln, Native American 
Renaissance, 1983]. 


There are other male figures in the novel who 
are “feeling” men: old Ku’oosh, a wise Laguna 
medicine man; Robert, the kind uncle and stepfa- 
ther; and especially Betonie, the Navaho-Mexican 
medicine man who patiently counsels Tayo and 
brings about his healing by guiding him through 
the ceremony.... 


Non-Indian readers are likely to find the role 
of Ts’eh in Tayo’s recovery ambiguous. A super- 
ficial reader might simply consider the relationship 
between her and Tayo a sexual-romantic interlude 
to be expected in any contemporary novel. More- 
over, feminist readers might see in Ts’eh the stereo- 
type of a woman who offers her body to the hero. 
The basic problem involved here is the bi-cultural 
perspective. Images, concepts, and patterns of be- 
lief are difficult to merge in a novel on American 
Indian life to be read by a predominantly white, 
Western audience.... 


Ts’eh reawakens Tayo’s belief in a balanced 
world which he dimly remembers from tribal sto- 
ries. She is representative of earth, rain, wind, and 
sky, but also of the thought power that controls the 
elements. Her “storm-pattern blanket” indicates her 
ordered strength. At times Tayo feels that Ts’eh is 
just an apparition or superstition, that she “meant 
nothing at all; it was all in his own head.” Her lin- 
eage or family seem to be unknown. Her voice can 
be as unreal as an echo. On another level, however, 
she is very real: “He had not dreamed her; she was 
there as certainly as the sparrows had been there, 
leaving spindly scratches in the mud.” 


This double vision on a physical and a meta- 
physical level is alien to Western readers. They find 
it difficult to comprehend that a real crawling spi- 
der coming up after the rain is, seen from another 
aspect, Spider-Woman, the divine creatrix; that 
Tayo’s mother, the long-dead prostitute, can 
mythologically and poetically merge into Mother 
Earth or Mother Corn; that Ts’eh, the woman that 
Tayo makes love to, is a manifestation of Thought- 
Woman, the balance of the universe. Silko may not 
have fully succeeded in portraying Ts’eh in terms 
of this double vision, but her intention is certainly 
to visualize Tayo’s ability to overcome the split be- 
tween body and mind, which Westerners had 
trained into him, by having him experience Spider- 
Woman’s wholeness through Ts’eh. The Laguna 
people are “woman-dominant; they’re a woman- 
centered people.” Their images of gender can help 
us overcome Western stereotypes of excessively ra- 
tional, power-wielding men as well as of women 
who are mindless childbearers. Each gender attains 
wholeness and vitality only if it includes traits usu- 
ally ascribed to its opposite.... 


Silko’s novel is in keeping with recent an- 
thropological findings about the social complexity 
of gender identification. Tayo’s self-understanding 
as a male is not just biologically determined; it 
changes with the influence of his environment. His 
story and that of his comrades show that gender 
identity has to be nurtured. The assumption that in 
all “primary” cultures of the world males basically 
dominate while females are the submissive sex, that 
men always represent culture and women nature, 
is an untenable Western assumption.... 


For American Indians, spirit ties all human 
beings to each other and to the whole cosmos; 
therefore it also unifies the genders. Spirit does not 
dissolve gender distinctions, but it renders certain 
gender traits interchangeable. When Tayo and his 
comrades have to fight in the Pacific jungles, spirit 
is trained and drained out of them, making them fit 
to kill blindly. Being cut off from their physical 
and spiritual roots, some of them, like Emo, be- 
come perverted. But Tayo is able to keep Spider- 
Woman’s love for all of creation alive in his man- 
hood, because some gentle men, like Josiah, 
Robert, Ku’ oosh, and Betonie, had nurtured him in 
this love. After the trauma of the war, he had to ex- 
perience a reenactment of Spider-Woman’s spirit 
to recover his wholeness. A dearth of spirit hard- 
ens gender roles. 

Source: Kristin Herzog, “Thinking Woman and Feeling 


Man: Gender in Silko’s Ceremony” in MELUS, Vol. 12, No. 
1, Spring, 1985, рр. 25—36. 
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For Further Study 


Thomas Berger, Little Big Man, Fawcett, 1964. 
Written by a man known for his probing satire about 
America, the novel is the life story of Jack Crab— 
the only living survivor of Custer’s Last Stand. The 
novel and the film (with Dustin Hoffman, 1970), 
were part of a general redress of the image of the In- 
dian. Custer, in this version, is not the Hollywood 
hero but the more historically accurate eccentric who 
lost all his men and himself in a battle with the Lakota 
lead by Crazy Horse. 


Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: an Indian 
History of the American West, Holt, 1970. 
History books were being rewritten both as a reac- 
tion to the rise in minority consciousness caused by 
the era of Civil Rights and as a further catalyst to po- 
litical activism. This volume tells a story very dif- 
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ferent from the more patriotic story ‘how the West 
was won.’ For example, such battles as the 1890 
Wounded Knee event, is revealed to be the massacre 
of Big Foot’s band of 300 old men, women, and chil- 
dren. 


Arthur S. Flemming, Indian Tribes: A Continuing Quest for 
Survival, a Report by the US Commission on Civil Rights, 
1981. 
Eight years after the siege at Wounded Knee, a long 
overdue report was issued by the US Commission on 
Civil Rights. It found that most violations of Native 
American rights are the direct result of public igno- 
rance and misinformation (e.g. though “an entire vol- 
ume of the US Code is devoted to Indian Law” it is 
a rare Law School that notices even the oversight). 
Furthermore, the report found that greed—not 
racism-—accounts for tbe backlash which erupts 
whenever treaty rights are asserted or upheld in court. 


Tom Holm, Strong Hearts, Wounded Souls: Native Ameri- 

can Veterans of the Vietnam War, University of Texas Press, 

1996. 
Some 43,000 Native Americans served in the Viet- 
nam War but their contributions went undocumented 
until Tom Holm began his interviews. He reflects on 
those interviews to explore the role of war and war- 
rior, how their tribal customs sustained them in war, 
and what happened to them when they returned. For- 
tunately, many Native American Vietnam Vets had 
different experiences from their white counterparts 
because many Tribes were ready with ceremonies to 
heal the trauma of the “white path of peace.” 


Gertrude Simmons Bonin, “Impressions of an Indian Child- 

hood,” in The Norton Anthology of American Literature, 

Уо]. П, 1989. 
The woman who could arguably have been the first 
Native American novelist, had not circumstances pre- 
vented her, was Gertrude Simmons Bonin (a.k.a. 
Zitkala-Sa, 1876-1938). Those circumstances were, 
quite simply, the needs of her people. She was a vi- 
olinist, short story writer, progressive reformer, labor 
rights advocate, and secretary of the Society of Amer- 
ican Indians (the first all-Indian run organization ag- 
itating for Indian rights). Her autobiographical pieces 
are a fascinating read. 


The Chosen 


‹ е While Chaim Potok’s central characters in The 
Chaim Potok Chosen struggle between the spiritual obligations 


i of Orthodox Judaism and secular American life, 
196 { they also reflect universal conflicts between fathers 
and sons. The novel, Potok’s first, was published 
in 1967 and enjoyed a wide readership, as well as 
critical acclaim. Potok received the Edward Lewis 
Wallant Award and a nomination for the National 
Book Award for The Chosen. The novel focuses on 
its two main characters, Danny Saunders and 
Reuven Malter, and covers their high school and 
college years, the period in their lives when they 
struggle for self-realization. Both are sons of reli- 
gious fathers, but while Reuven’s is orthodox and 
secularized, Danny’s father is the head of an ultra- 
orthodox and mystical sect of Jews called Hasids. 
Rabbi Isaac Saunders, Danny’s father, fully expects 
Danny to inherit his role as the spiritual leader of 
his congregation, but Danny is more interested in 
modern psychology. Reuven’s father, David Mal- 
ter, is a Hebrew scholar. The story begins with a 
baseball game between Reuven’s and Danny’s 
school teams. They both attend rival yeshivas, Jew- 
ish religious schools. Reuven and his classmates 
wear ordinary clothes and are coached by a gym 
teacher who is an avid baseball fan. Danny’s team 
is coached by a religious Hasid who wears the black 
garments, skull cap, and earlocks traditional to his 
sect. Danny’s team is not expected to win, but they 
have the reputation of being fierce. They do win 
the game and in the process, Danny breaks 
Reuven’s glasses and sends him to the hospital with 
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glass in hus eye. After an initial meeting in the hos- 
pital when Danny tes to apologize for the injury, 
ihe two boys become frends. The novel explores 
the relationship each boy has with his own father 
and the relationship each develops with the other 
boy's father. 


Author Biography 





Two life experiences have been major influ- 
ences on the work of Chaim Potok. They are the 
world of Orthodox Judaism in which he was raised 
and the larger world he experienced when he served 
as an army chaplain during the Korean War. His 
war experience made him realize that growing up 
in a strict Jewish community had limited his aspi- 
rations to become a writer. Artistic endeavors were 
not considered the proper pursuit for Jewish boys. 
Instead, they were expected to study the Talmud, 
the combined body of wntings on Jewish traditions. 


Potok was bom on February 17, 1929, and was 
raised in the Bronx, New York. His parents, Ben- 
jamin Max and Mollie, had fled persecution in their 
native Poland. As a young boy, Potok studied in a 
parochial Jewish school, called a yeshiva. While 
his early training was in the Hasidic tradition (a 
sect onginating in eighteenth-century Poland that 
emerged as a reaction to growing Jewish formal- 
ism), he later became a conservative rabbi. 


The young Potok bad a keen interest in artis- 
lic pursuits, an interest that was piqued afier his 
parochial school hired an instructor one summer to 
teach the class paloting. Potok’s father and teach- 
ers discouraged the boy from pursuing such inter- 
ests because Hasids see the arts as frivolous and 
even rebellious towards God. Nevertheless, Potok’s 
parents indulged him enough to allow their son to 
write short stones. Potok also liked to read books 
that were outside those assigned to him in class. 
Two of the most influenual of these were James 
Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and 
Evelyn Waugh’s &rideshead Revisited. Joyce's 
book appealed to Potok for its portrayal of the icon- 
oclast, the person willing to go against social 
norms, and how this rebellious person sees the 
hypocnsy of those around him. But it was Waugh’s 
novel that convinced Patek to become a writer him- 
self, for he admired Waugh’s ability to create whole 
worlds on paper, and he was fascinated by her por- 
trayal of an upper-class Bnitish society that was so 
outside his personal experience. 
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Chaim Potok 


Deciding that he was interested in religious and 
secular societies, Potok leamed about both. He 
studied English literature at Yeshiva University, 
eTaduating summa cum Jaude in 1950, and then he 
attended the Jewish Theological Seminary, being 
ordained and receiving an M.H.L. in 1954. Com- 
pleting his formal education in 1965, Potok earned 
his doctorate in philosophy from the University of 
Pennsylvania. During all these studies, he married 
Adena Sara Mosevitzky in 1958, and the family 
now includes two daughters, Rena and Naama. As 
for work, Potok found severa] positions at semi- 
nanes and did writing and editing for various Jew- 
iso publications. 


Potok’s desire to become a writer was also in- 
tensified after hìs Korean expenence (he was a 
chaplain in the army from 1956-57). For the first 
ume, he was thrust into a world where the values 
of Judaism had little meaning. The conflict of loy- 
alty tọ parental values and the desire to study out- 
side the prescribed texts and formns of Hasidic Ju- 
daism became the central theme in his first novel, 
The Chosen, which was published in 1967. 


Potok has written eight novels, all of them 
dealing with the conflicts his characters feel be- 
rween their family values and the values of the 
larger society. Although his books are written in 
the first person, he denies that his novels are auto- 
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biographical. Potok has also written numerous 
short stories and articles for periodicals and served 
as an editor for Conservative Judaism and the Jew- 
ish Publication Society. His teaching experience in- 
cludes visiting professorships at the University of 
Pennsylvania and Bryn Mawr College, the Teach- 
ers’ Institute of the Jewish Theological Seminary, 
and the University of Judaism in Los Angeles. Also 
well known for his nonfiction work Wanderings: 
Chaim Potok’s History of the Jews, Potok has pub- 
lished many books that have been widely reviewed. 
He generally receives praise for the universal 
themes he develops, for his ability to bring to life 
the details of Jewish ghetto life in America, and for 
the struggles confronting his characters. Potok has, 
however, been criticized for contrived endings to 
his stories and what some reviewers consider a pre- 
tentious style. 





Plot Summarv 


Book One 

The Chosen explores the friendship between 
Jewish Reuven Malter and Hasidic (Jewish Ortho- 
dox) Danny Saunders. In Brooklyn during World 
War II, Danny hits Reuven in the face with a base- 
ball, giving him a concussion. Reuven undergoes 
an operation to remove a piece of glass from his 
eye. In the hospital, he meets former boxer Tony 
Savo and Billy Merrit, a young boy blinded in a 
car accident. Danny visits Reuven and confides that 
his father expects him to become a rabbi, though 
he wants to be a psychologist. He also explains that 
his father disapproves of apikorsim (Jews who are 
not extremely orthodox) such as Reuven. Reuven’s 
father, David Malter, urges Reuven to become 
friends with Danny because the Talmud (the book 
of Jewish holy law) says the two things one should 
acquire in life are a teacher and a close friend. 
When Danny calls again, the boys talk about reli- 
gion and reading. Danny regularly visits the library 
to read books recommended to him by an old man 
who turns out to be Reuven’s father. Danny ex- 
plains that his father is a tzaddik (a Jewish spiri- 
tual leader), and that after his father dies he will be 
obliged to become tzaddik, too, for “if the son does- 
n’t take the father’s place, the dynasty falls apart.” 
Danny comments on the irony of being forced to 
become a rabbi while Reuven freely chooses the 
same fate. Reuven’s eye is healing, and his father 
arrives at the hospital that afternoon to take him 
home in time for Shabbat (sabbath). 


Book Two 


When Reuven returns home, everything seems 
sharper and clearer to him, as if he were seeing the 
world around him for the first time. Rav Malter nar- 
rates a brief history of Hasidism so Reuven can un- 
derstand Danny’s background. Reb Saunders, 
Danny’s father, is a great Talmudist and a great 
tzaddik, with a reputation for brilliance and com- 
passion. Danny reminds Reuven’s father of a bril- 
liant scholar who rebelled against the traditions of 
Hasidism. Danny’s grandfather was a well-known 
Hasidic rabbi in Russia. Danny’s father inherited 
the position of tzaddik, and led his Jewish com- 
munity from Russia to America after World War I. 
Reuven meets Reb Saunders at his synagogue, and 
after he notes a mistake in Reb Saunders’ gema- 
triya (the Jewish theory that each letter of the He- 
brew alphabet corresponds with a number), Reb 
Saunders gives his approval to the boys’ friendship. 
Danny and Reuven both plan to attend the Samson 
Raphael Hirsch Seminary before becoming or- 
dained rabbis. 


Reuven meets Danny at the library after 
school. After becoming disturbed by reading neg- 
ative views about Hasidism, Danny begins study- 
ing Sigmund Freud’s books. Rav Malter worries 
about Reb Saunders’ reaction to Danny’s reading 
but realizes that Reb Saunders cannot stop it. 
Reuven visits Danny on Shabbat afternoon, and 
they review the Talmud with Reb Saunders. When 
Danny leaves the room, Reb Saunders demands 
that Reuven tell him about Danny’s reading. He 
then asks Reuven to promise that he and his father 
will be a good influence on Danny. Danny men- 
tions that he and his father “don’t talk anymore, 
except when we study Talmud.... My father be- 
lieves in silence. When I was ten or eleven years 
old, I complained to him about something, and he 
told me to close my mouth and look into my soul. 
He told me to stop running to him every time I had 
a problem.” 


Reuven’s eye heals, and he studies for his fi- 
nal exams. When he calls the Merrit household, he 
learns that Billy Merrit’s operation was unsuccess- 
ful, and he is severely depressed by the news. 
Danny and Reuven spend the summer talking, 
studying Talmud, and following the war news. 
Danny becomes increasingly disturbed by his study 
of Freud. When school begins, they meet only on 
Shabbat afternoons. In April, President Roosevelt 
dies and the country mourns. When the war in Eu- 
rope ends in May, everyone is horrified by news of 
the German concentration camps. While Reb Saun- 
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ders believes they were the will of God, Rav Mal- 
ter refuses to accept this viewpoint. Rav Malter suf- 
fers a heart attack, and until he recovers Reuven 
lives with Danny’s family. Reb Saunders speaks to 
Danny only during their arguments over Talmud. 


Reuven’s father insists that Palestine must be- 
come the Jewish homeland, an idea with which Reb 
Saunders violently disagrees. Danny comments 
that his father is suffering for the six million Jews 
who died. Though he doesn’t understand the si- 
lence, Danny admires, respects, and trusts his fa- 
ther. However, he feels trapped by the expectation 
he must become tzaddik so as not to break the dy- 
nasty. The war ends in August, and in September 
Danny and Reuven enter Hirsch College. Both are 
older and slightly more mature. Reuven has started 
shaving, and Danny is wearing eyeglasses. 


Book Three 


Danny becomes upset when he discovers he 
must study experimental psychology rather than 
psychoanalysis in college. After talking with his 
psychology professor, he learns Professor Apple- 
man objects more to Freud’s methodology than his 
conclusions. Rav Malter becomes increasingly in- 
volved with Zionist activities. Zionism is prevalent 
at the college, and tensions build between the Ha- 
sidim (followers of Hasidism) and the Revisionists 
(who support the Irgun, or Palestinian terrorists). 
Reuven joins a religious Zionist youth group. 
Danny joins none of the groups but sympathizes 
with the Zionists. 


After Rav Malter’s speech at a Zionist rally, 
Reb Saunders excommunicates the Malters from 
the Saunders family. Reuven’s school work deteri- 
orates because of his anger towards Reb Saunders. 


For the rest of that semester, Danny and I ate ìn the 
same lunchroom, attended the same classes, studied 
in the same school synagogue, and often rode in the 
same trolley car—and never said a single word to 
each other. Our eyes met frequently, but our lips ex- 
changed nothing. I lost all direct contact with him. It 
was an agony to sit in the same class with him, to 
pass him in the hallway, to see him in a trolley, to 
come in and out of the school building with him— 
and not to say a word. I grew to hate Reb Saunders 
with a venomous passion that frightened me at times, 
and I consoled myself with wild fantasies of what I 
would do to him if he ever fell into my hands. 


The United Nations votes to create a Jewish 
state. As violence between Arabs and Jews esca- 
lates in Israel, the anti-Zionist tensions in school 
cease. Reuven’s father suffers a second heart at- 
tack. Reuven studies Talmud using the scientific 
method and explains a particularly difficult passage 
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in class. Later, he explains his theory to Talmud 
teacher Rav Gershenson, who reveres his explana- 
tion but asks Reuven never to use this heretical 
method during class. 


Rav Malter recovers, and Reuven and Danny, 
forbidden to talk to one another, communicate with 
their eyes, nods, and hand gestures. The college stu- 
dents become reconciled to Israel after a graduate 
is killed in the fighting around Jerusalem. A year 
later, Reb Saunders allows the boys to resume their 
friendship. Danny and Reuven dominate their Tal- 
mud class. Danny tells Reuven he plans to obtain 
a doctorate in clinical psychology and will tell his 
father on the day he receives his smicha (rabbinic 
ordination). 


The last year of college begins. Danny realizes 
that “you can listen to silence and learn from it ... 
sometimes it cries, and you can hear the pain of the 
world in it.” When Danny’s brother Levi becomes 
ill, Danny panics. Reuven believes Danny’s fears 
relate to his worries about destroying the dynasty 
if he doesn’t become tzaddik. But Levi recovers. 
Danny applies to Harvard, Berkeley, and Colum- 
bia for graduate study. Reb Saunders repeatedly 
asks Reuven to visit, and Rav Malter insists that he 
go. 

Reuven visits Danny’s home on the first day 
of Passover (the Festival of Freedom). Reb Saun- 
ders has aged. When Reuven announces his plan 
to become a rabbi, Reb Saunders says he knows 
of Danny’s plans and explains his long silence. He 
considered Danny’s brilliance a curse because it 
overwhelmed his soul and eliminated the compas- 
sion he would need as tzaddik. He comments, “I 
had to make certain his soul would be the soul of 
a tzaddik no matter what he did with his life.... In 
the silence between us, he began to hear the world 
crying.” He accepts Danny’s decision to become 
a psychologist because Danny now has the soul of 
a tzaddik. He then speaks Danny’s name, and adds: 
“Today my Daniel is free.” The tzaddikate is in- 
herited by Levi. Reuven and Danny graduate 
summa cum laude from college. Danny and his fa- 
ther now speak to each other. When Rav Malter 
asks him whether he will raise his son in silence, 
Danny answers yes—if he cannot find another 
way. 


Characters 


Abba 
See Mr. David Malter 


Т һе Chosen 






a Е 


Media 7 
Adaptations @® 


¢ The Chosen was adapted for fitm by Edwin Gor- 
don and featured Rod Steiger as Reb Saunders, 
Maximilian Schell as David Malter, Robby Ben- 
son as Danny Saunders, Barry Miller as Reuven 
Malter, and Ron Rificin as the baseball coach. It 
was directed by Jeremy Paul Kagan and pro- 
duced by Contemporary in 1982; available from 
Fox Video. 


e The book was also produced on sound cassettes, 
with Eli Wallach reading the text; produced by 
Warner Audio, 1985. 


* A short-lived musical adaptation of The Chosen 
opened on Broadway in January, 1988, with mu- 
sic by Philip Springer and lyrics by Mitchell 
Bernard. 


Professor Nathan Appieman 

Danny Saunder’s experimental psychology 
professor at Hirsch College is Professor Nathan 
Appleman. Danny is in conflict with the professor 
and the content of the class because it is too math- 
ematical and at odds with Freudian psychology. His 
inend Reuven defends the professor and the meth- 
ods of experimental psychology. 


Davey Cantor 

One of the players on Reuven Malter’s base- 
ball team is Davey Cantor. Davey provides Reuven 
with information about the fierceness of the Ha- 
sidic team they are playing. Davey calls the other 
team “murderers.” 


Mrs. Carpenter 


Mrs. Carpenter is the nurse who is in charge 
of Reuven, Tony Savo, and Billy Merntt while they 
are in the hospital. 


Mr, Galanter 

Mr. Galanter is the coach of Reuven Malter’s 
high school baseball team. He is a dedicated in- 
struictor who teaches in public school and coaches 
Reuven’s yeshiva team on the side. 


Rav Gershenson 


Danny Saunders’ and Reuven Malter’s Talmud 
teacher at Hirsch College is Rav Gershenson. He 
is considered a fine scholar and a warm person. 
Reuven considers him an exciting teacher. Danny 
often has long discussions with the professor in 
class which Reuven resents. Later Reuven learns 
that Rav Gershenson has great respect for Mr. Mal- 
ter’s scholarship. Rav Gershenson cannot openly 
condone Mr. Malter’s methods in class because 
they question the accuracy of Orthodox interpreta- 
tions of the Talmud. 


Sidney Goldberg 

Sidney Goldberg is the shortstop on Reuven 
Malter’s baseball team. The interplay between 
Reuven and Sidney during the game between the 
nival yeshivas heightens the tension of the game. 


Dr. Grossman 


Dr. Grossman is the physician who attends 
David Malter, Reuven’s father. Mr. Malter suffers 
a heart attack brought on by his overwork in the 
Zionist movement, which was pressing for a Jew- 
ish homeland after World War II. Mr. Malter ig- 
nores Dr. Grossminan’s waming (о get more rest. 


Killer 
See Tony Savo 


Bobby Malter 
See Reuven Malter 


David Malter 


David Maiter, a respected scholar of the Tal- 
mud, 1s Reuven Malter’s father. Mr. Malter’s rela- 
tionship with his son is one of respect, warmth, and 
kindness. In the story, the relationship between the 
Malter father and son contrasts with Danny Saun- 
ders and his affectionless relationship with his fa- 
ther. By accident, Mr. Malter meets Danny one day 
in the library and begins to tutor him in secular sub- 
jects. Reuven only learns later about this relation- 
ship. As the story of the friendship between Reuven 
and Danny progresses from their high school to 
their college days, the specter of history affects the 
Ше оѓ David Malter. He 1s a staunch Ziomst. Af- 
ter World War I, when the survivors of the Holo- 
caust struggle to establish a homeland in Palestine, 
Mr. Malter works avidly for this cause to the detri- 
ment of ħis health. He has a heart attack from which 
he does, however, recover. 
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Reuven Malter 


Reuven is the son of an Orthodox Jewish Tal- 
mud scholar. His relationship with his father is one 
of mutual respect and open affection. They com- 
municate about world problems, as well as personal 
ones. Reuven is exposed to Talmudic studies by his 
father, but he is also encouraged to study secular 
subjects. He is taught by his father not to take things 
for granted, but to analyze them with a critical eye. 
Although he 1s exposed to logic, mathematics, and 
philosophy, by the end of the book Reuven decides 
he wants to become a rabbi. Reuven is the narra- 
tor of The Chosen, therefore the reader sees the 
story through his eyes. 


Reuven is the pitcher of his yeshiva at the base- 
ball game where his eye is injured by Danny Saun- 
ders. This event begins a relationship that takes the 
two boys through their high school years into col- 
lege, where they study the same subjects. Each boy 
decides on a direction that is in contrast to his up- 
bringing. While the reader expects Danny to rebel 
against the strictness of what he has been taught, 
the expectation that Reuven will follow in his fa- 
ther’s footsteps is ever present. The period in which 
Reuven matures to young adulthood is a turbulent 
one. World War II, the Holocaust, and the struggle 
for a Jewish homeland in Palestine serves as the 
background for many conversations on the social 
and political issues connected to the period. As the 
narrator of the book, Reuven uses the other char- 
acters to explain details about various Orthodox 
sects and how they view important issues like the 
Jewish state of Israel. 


Robert Malter 
See Reuven Malter 


Manya 

The Malters’ Russian housekeeper is named 
Manya. David Malter is a widower and Manya 
takes the role of a substitute mother, cooking and 
cleaning for father and son. Manya expresses a 
great deal of affection for Reuven and his father, 
caring for them both with a display of strong emo- 
tion when Reuven is injured and when his father 
has a heart attack. 


Billy Merritt 


Billy Merrit is the blind boy Reuven meets at 
the hospital when he is taken there to have glass 
removed from his eye. Billy is waiting to have an 
operation in the hope that his eyesight will be re- 
stored after a car accident blinded him. After a visit 
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to his doctor, Reuven calls Billy’s family to find 
out how the operation turned out and is disap- 
pointed to learn that it was not successful. 


Jack Rose 

Jack Rose is a boyhood friend of David Mal- 
ter’s from Russia. Mr. Rose is now a wealthy fur- 
rier who gives large donations to Mr. Malter’s 
Zionist causes. Reuven and his father express a fun- 
damental difference in viewpoint in their discus- 
sion of Mr. Rose. Reuven disapproves of Rose’s 
motives for donating money, as well his joining a 
synagogue for the sake of his grandchildren and not 
out of any religious conviction. Reuven’s father de- 
fends his old friend’s actions and the importance 
of retaining friends even when you disagree with 
them. 


Danny Saunders 

Danny is the son of a Hasidic rabbi. Accord- 
ing to tradition, as the oldest son he is expected to 
take his father’s place as the spiritual leader of his 
congregation. Danny is also a brilliant student of 
the Talmud, exhibiting a photographic memory for 
details. But Danny is passionately interested in sec- 
ular subjects, too, particularly Freudian psychol- 
ogy. His relationship with his father revolves 
around the study of the Talmud. Outside of dis- 
courses on this subject, his father maintains silence 
with Danny. In his yearning to learn more about 
secular subjects, Danny goes to the library, where 
he meets Reuven’s father, David Malter. Unknown 
to his father or to Reuven, who later becomes his 
friend, Danny is guided in his secular studies by 
Mr. Malter. 


In the opening pages of The Chosen, Danny 
and Reuven are playing baseball on opposing 
teams. After Danny causes an eye injury that sends 
Reuven to the hospital, he goes to see him to apol- 
ogize. He is first rebuffed by Reuven, but after 
Reuven’s father scolds him for his behavior, 
Reuven allows Danny to apologize and their friend- 
ship begins. It is through this friendship that both 
boys become transformed during their high school 
and college years. As the story opens, Reuven ex- 
pects to become a professor of mathematics and 
Danny wants to take his father’s place as “tzaddik” 
(righteous one). By the time the book ends, it is 
clear that Reuven will become a rabbi and that 
Danny will become a psychoanalyst. Danny and 
Reuven are contrasted as two young men seeking 
different professional careers. Their relationship 
with their fathers is a key element of the story, as 
well. While both reject what is initially expected 
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of them in the area of a career, it is clear that the 
author uses these two young men to explore the 
universal theme of parental rejection. While both 
move in opposite directions than expected, each 
finds a way to retain a relationship with his re- 
spective father. 


Levi Saunders 


Danny’s younger brother is Levi Saunders. 
When Reuven encounters him at Danny’s home he 
appears to be unhappy. He often cries unexpect- 
edly and leaves the room, behavior that frightens 
and bewilders Reuven. Levi becomes ill the day af- 
ter his bar mitzvah (a coming of age ritual) and is 
hospitalized. Levi’s illness makes Danny’s deci- 
sion to pursue psychology even more difficult and 
adds to his guilt about disappointing his father. Reb 
Saunders does accept Danny’s decision to go into 
psychology, and Levi, frail though he is, will in- 
herit his father’s role as spiritual leader. 


Reb Saunders 


The personality of Reb Saunders infuses The 
Chosen with tension. As the spiritual leader of a 
Hasidic group, he follows strict observances and 
demands the same from Danny. While Danny’s gift 
of intelligence and a photographic memory satisfy 
his father during their study of the Talmud, the si- 
lence of their relationship baffles Danny. Reb Saun- 
ders believes that the silence between them will 
strengthen Danny spiritually. He knows his son will 
suffer and he believes that through suffering he will 
be able to accept his role as “tzaddik.” This role 
would involve acting as an intermediary between 
the rabbi’s followers and God. 


Danny brings Reuven Malter to his home to 
meet his father. Reuven is accepted and frequently 
attends services with Danny, but he develops a re- 
sentment towards Reb Saunders and his harsh, in- 
flexible methods. Reb Saunders likes to test the 
boys by deliberately making mistakes in the text. 
When Danny or Reuven catches his error, he is 
pleased. The warm, open relationship Reuven has 
with his father sharply contrasts with the wall of 
silence that Reb Saunders has imposed on Danny. 
When Reuven complains about Reb Saunders to his 
own father, David Malter defends the rabbi. Mr. 
Malter explains to Reuven that devout Hasidim 
kept Judaism alive for hundreds of years in eastern 
Europe during centuries of persecution. Reb Saun- 
ders does ultimately accept Danny’s decision to 
study psychology, just as Mr. Malter accepts 
Reuven’s decision to become a rabbi. 


Tony Savo 


Tony Savo is an ex-boxer who has lost an eye. 
He shares a room with Reuven when he is hospi- 
talized to have the glass removed from his eye. 
Tony is a cheerful character who tries to keep 
everyone’s spirits up, especially the children in the 
hospital. 


Schwartzie 


Schwartzie is the pitcher on Reuven’s team 
during the baseball game between the competing 
yeshivas. Schwartzie complains to Reuven about 
the way Danny bats the ball. 


Dr. Snydman 


Dr. Snydman is the attending doctor when 
Reuven goes to the hospital to have the glass taken 
from his eye. 


Themes 


Friendship 


The themes of The Chosen unfold through the 
friendship of Danny Saunders and Reuven Malter. 
They first meet in the contest of a baseball game 
between their rival yeshivas (Jewish religious 
schools). Reuven is hit in the eye by a baseball that 
Danny has hit, breaking his glasses and cutting his 
eye. At the hospital he at first refuses to let Danny 
apologize, but after his father rebukes him, he re- 
lents. Much to his surprise, he finds Danny a com- 
pelling personality. Reuven is attracted to his in- 
tellectual brilliance and is also fascinated by the 
differences in their personal and religious upbring- 
ing. Potok uses this friendship as the basis for ex- 
ploring conflict between fathers and sons, a theme 
which transcends the particular setting of a Brook- 
lyn Orthodox Jewish neighborhood where both 
boys live. The differences in their religious up- 
bringing is explored in great detail as the two de- 
velop their friendship and get to know one an- 
other’s fathers. Their friendship is tested by 
Reuven’s antagonism toward Reb Saunders and the 
way he relates to Danny. It is put to a critical test 
when Danny is forbidden to talk to Reuven. Reb 
Saunders disagrees with Mr. Malter’s outspoken 
views on the establishment of a Zionist state in 
Palestine after World War II. It was the belief of 
Hasidic Jews at the time that it was wrong to es- 
tablish a Jewish state. They must wait for the Mes- 
siah before the Jews can have a homeland. The 
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fnendship between the two young men at the end 
of the novel has ripened with their maturity. They 
see the irony of the fact that Reuven was expected 
to have an intellectual career as a professor and 
Danny was expected to foliow in bis father’s foot- 
steps. Instead Reuven will become a rabbi and 
Danny a psychologist. There is the sense in their 
friendship that by viewing one another’s lives, they 
were better able to formulate their awn futures. 
Each has been ennched by his ability to explore 
their thoughts and feelings together, and each has 
been enriched from experiences with the other’s fa- 
ther. 


Coming of Age 

Closely related to the theme of fmendship is 
“coming of age.” The novel opens when the two 
principal characters, Danny Saunders and Reuven 
Malter, are fifteen-year-old high school students. 
Grappling with their respective ambitions, which 
conflict with their father’s plans, they do not real- 
ize their goals until the end of the book when they 
complete college. In the process of determining 
their careers they must exam their father’s lives. 
Danny has to take the difficult step of disappoint- 
ing his father by not following in his footsteps as 
a religious leader, His decision seems frightening 
because of the fanaticism of his father's beliefs, but 
the book ends happily when Reb Saunders resigns 
himself to his son’s decision. He recognizes that 
Danny has been helped by Mr, Malter and that he 
has helped Reuven choose his career. As Chaim 
Potok presents this perennial conflict, his message 
seems to be that fathers, as weil as sons, share in 
the coming-of-age expenence. When it happens, fa- 
thers need to make the adjustment of letting their 
sons find tbeir own paths in life. 


Identity 

Throughout the novel, the reader wonders how 
far Danny will break from his father's strict obser- 
vance of Judaism. While he eventually must reject 
many of the outward appearances of a Hasidic Jew, 
he remains committed to Judaism. As a young boy, 
he grew earlocks (uncut sidebums) and wore the 
traditional black clothing of his sect. As a young 
man, he grew a beard that was never to be cut. 
When he is about to enter Columbia University as 
a psychology student, we see Danny for the first 
time clean-shaven and with trimmed sideburns. He 
must change his outward appearance to assume his 
professional role, but it is apparent that inside 
Danny js still a devoted Jew and has respect for his 
father. When Reuven asks him how he wiil raise 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


Research the reasons Orthodox Jews settled in 
Hebron and how their settlement there has made 
it difficult for Israel to withdraw from Hebron 
and retum the city to Palestinian control. 


Compare two different religious groups and dis- 
cuss where they agree and where they diverge 
ON important spiritual issues and ritual obser- 
vances. 


Describe several relationships between fathers 
and sons or mothers and daughters among your 
friends. 


his son, Danny says the same way his father did, 
unless he can find another way. This suggests that 
the unpact of his upbringing has been powerful and 
he must carry it with him even as he changes on 
the surface. Although Reuven is taking up a reli- 
gious career, it is evident that he will continue to 
follow his father’s approach to life. The reader ex- 
pects him to be compassionate апа to remain wn- 
afraid of examining ideas closely. 


Politics 

The political background of The Chosen is im- 
portant to Chaim Potok's writing. World War Il is 
a topic of discussion in the early section of the 
novel. The escape from Nazi persecution and the 
Holocaust are also important subjects. Later 
events, like the struggle for a Jewish homeland af- 
ter the war, becomes a major subject that Reuven 
discusses with his father. David Malter becomes 
an ardent spokesperson for the Zionist cause in 
Palestine. His views are abhorred by Danny Saun- 
ders’ father, and this causes a break in the friend- 
ship of the two young men. Throughout the book 
many discussions between the characters revolve 
around important events that helped to shape Jew- 
ish beliefs and migrations to avoid persecution. 
The strugeies of the new state of Israel colors much 
of the background matenal in the last sechon of 
the book. 
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fer reader untwmiliar eth Oroade budism Mi 
wieni wich the confier in the sory by having i 
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the latter in а пгЕшуе fight The reader hopes then 
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of his own. Ön the other hand. Mir Malter ii por- 
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винна р with Resten When hie father’s oumpe- 
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echo), he 1: subjected to tauntinea Becwus the 
Matters are uth вура characters and 
Keeven 1s ike gamer, the reader inclined ay aie 
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the novel, keeping the characters indoors is an ap- 
propriate setting for their conversations. 


Symbols 

The fierceness with which Danny’s team plays 
baseball is a mirror image of the way Reb Saun- 
ders practices his religion. He cannot tolerate other 
views. The baseball game becomes a symbol of the 
battle ahead between the two fathers and their sons 
and between the two world views of David Malter 
and Reb Saunders. It is also a symbol of the con- 
flict within Jewish culture. 


Another important image is the eye. Reuven’s 
eye is cut when the baseball smashes his eye- 
glasses. The little boy in the hospital does not re- 
gain his eyesight and Tony Savo has lost one eye. 
The image of blindness suggests that Reb Saunders 
is blind to any ideas that he does not embrace. 
Danny and Reuven suffer from a symbolic blind- 
ness of youth, until they come of age and realize 
the paths they must take to reach their goals. 


There are two silences in the book. Reb Saun- 
ders has a silent relationship with Danny, only 
speaking to him during their studies of the Talmud. 
When Mr. Malter makes his Madison Square Gar- 
den speech, Danny is forbidden to speak to Reuven. 
They maintain a silence between them for two 
years. The silences symbolize the inability of the 
sects within Orthodox Judaism to communicate 
with one another. 


The war of liberation in Israel becomes a sym- 
bol for Danny’s liberation from his obligation to 
follow in his father’s footsteps. There is some sym- 
bolism in Danny’s brother Levi inheriting his fa- 
ther’s role as tzaddik. Levi is sickly, which sug- 
gests that the leadership of Hasidism is weakened 
when the tradition of inheritance is abandoned. The 
title of the book also has symbolic meaning. The 
Jewish people are referred to as “the chosen peo- 
ple.” Danny was chosen by birth to become a spir- 
itual leader, but he chooses another course. Reuven 
was not chosen for the role he will assume as a 
rabbi. Instead, he chooses that role. 


The book ends with a hidden symbol. The fi- 
nal chapter is number eighteen. In Hebrew, this 
number means life, chai. It is a positive symbol 
with which Potok leaves his characters and read- 
ers. Earlier in the novel, Reb Saunders used gema- 
triya, a numerology system that assigns each letter 
of the alphabet to a number. Since eighteen is life, 
Reb Saunders contends that nine, which is the dif- 
ference between “this world” and “the world to 
come,” is half of life and that people are only half 
alive in this world. 


Volume 4 


The Chosen 


Historical Context 





The Holocaust 

Persecution by the Nazis in Germany before 
World War II led to the dispersal of European Jews 
to the United States, Palestine, and other countries. 
When the full extent of the annihilation of Jews in 
the gas chambers of Nazi Germany was revealed 
(six million had been exterminated), a resurgence 
of interest in establishing a Jewish homeland was 
ignited. During the 1930s, Jews in Germany began 
to lose their civil rights and eventually they lost 
their property and were relocated to the work and 
death camps that the Nazis established in parts of 
eastern Europe. Those Jews who left Germany be- 
fore World War II were the first wave during the 
middle of the twentieth century to settle outside Eu- 
rope. After the war, some 200,000 concentration 
camp survivors came to America. Many of them 
were Orthodox Jews, and they tended to settle into 
the type of neighborhood described by Chaim Po- 
tok in The Chosen. By the 1950s, the children and 
grandchildren of earlier Jewish immigrants from 
Eastern European countries tended to be assimi- 
lated into the larger American culture. Many were 
Reformed or Conservative Jews and had attended 
public schools. The influx of a new population of 
Jews who were religious ignited a new interest in 
Judaism. In Potok’s story, David Malter becomes 
the spokesperson for ardent followers of Judaism. 
After the Holocaust, there was a widespread feel- 
ing within the Jewish community in America that 
the fervor of religious Jews like the Hasids had 
helped Judaism survive centuries of persecution. 
The feeling was that Jews would only be safe from 
persecution when they had their own country. This 
became the impetus for the widespread support 
among both religious and secularized Jews for the 
establishment of the State of Israel. 


Zionism 

While Zionism is regarded as a nineteenth-cen- 
tury movement for Jews to return to their original 
homeland in the Middle East, efforts to return to 
Zion date back to the beginning of the Jewish Di- 
aspora in the sixth century B.C. During the Dias- 
pora, when the Jews were exiled from Jerusalem, a 
leader (a false messiah) would appear, claim to be 
the messiah, and promise to return the Jewish peo- 
ple to Zion. Notable among them was Sabbatai Zevi 
(1626-1676), also known as Sabbatai Zebi, who led 
a large band of European Jews to Constantinople, 
but, after he was imprisoned, he converted to Islam 
to save himself from execution. In the sixteenth cen- 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


• 19405: Anti-Semitism was widespread in the 
Western world in spite of the Nazi Holocaust 
against the Jews. 


1960s: The consciousness-raising of Americans 
during the Civil Rights movement helped fuel 
positive feelings among all ethnic groups, in- 
cluding Jews. 


Today: Discrimination toward minorities no 
longer has official sanction in the United States 
and other countries, but ethnic conflicts still per- 
sist in parts of the world. Hate groups in the 
United States continue to express racial and anti- 
Semitic views. 


e 1940s: The State of Israel was still a dream al- 
though many settlers had come during the 1930s 
to escape Nazi persecution. 


1960s: Israel was holding its own against attacks 
by its Arab neighbors. The Middle East became 
a battleground for the Cold War, with the West 
siding with Israel and the Soviet Union with the 
Arabs. 


Today: Israel has signed peace agreements with 
several of its Arab neighbors and has begun the 
process of turning control of Palestine back to 
the Palestinians. 


e 1940s: Jewish education was conducted pri- 
marily after the regular secular schooling of 
American Jewish children. 


1960s: Jewish day schools began to spring up 
in areas where there were sizable Jewish popu- 
lations. They offered elementary and high 
school religious and secular education to both 
girls and boys. 


Today: Jewish education in the United States 
has been expanded to include courses for adults, 
similar to continuing education courses that are 
given in community colleges. 


¢ 1940s: Many countries and many parts of the 
world were engaged in World War II. The 
United States was unified in its willingness to 
participate in combat. 


1960s: The United States was the only Western 
country to fight in the Vietnam War. The coun- 
try was divided over our participation in a war 
that was perceived as not being winnable or hon- 
orable. 


Today: Along with other members of the United 
Nations, the United States has supplied peace- 
keeping forces in areas like Bosnia, where eth- 
nic conflict raged for several years. 


tury, a Jewish Italian family asked the Turks, who 
controlled the region then, to allow them to estab- 
lish a Jewish settlement in Galilee. It was not until 
the late nineteenth century, though, that European 
Jews had enough freedom of movement and finan- 
cial resources to begin settling in Palestine. In 1897 
the Herz] World Zionist Congress established a 
worldwide movement. In 1917 the British govern- 
ment established a homeland in Palestine with the 
Balfour Declaration. It was supported in 1922 by 
the League of Nations. In 1948 the State of Israel 
was established after Palestine was partitioned. Sup- 
port for a Jewish state has not been universal among 
Jews. The Hasids and other fundamentalist Jewish 
groups felt strongly that Jews had to wait for the 


Messiah before returning to Israel. Many Jews who 
had assimilated, particularly in the United States, 
felt that an Israeli state in the Middle East would 
not be viable, that the antagonism of the Arabs 
would lead to another Jewish annihilation. In the 
latter part of The Chosen, the Jewish state is being 
established. Reb Saunders represents the Hasidic 
view that Jews must wait for the Messiah before re- 
turning to the homeland. Mr. Malter represents the 
Zionist view that a homeland was necessary for the 
survival of the Jewish people. 


Hasidism 
Hasidism began in the late eighteenth century 
in a region along the Russian and Polish border. Its 
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leader was Israel Ben Eliezer. The traditional Or- 
thedox approach to the study of the Talmud was 
based on the oral Jaws that Moses had been given 
by God on Mount Sinai and their interpretations 
over the centuries. Ben Eliezer emphasized spiri- 
tually and its fervent expression. His praying was 
characterized by ecstasy and trances, while tradi- 
tional prayer was restrained. His followers contin- 
ued his forms of worship and the movement spread 
throughout Eastem Europe. The Jeader of each 
group was considered a “nghteous one” (izaddik). 
The tzaddik acted as an intermediary between his 
followers and God, not unlike the relationship be- 
iween à Catholic prest and his panshioners. 
Throughout their history, the Hasids dressed in 
plain dark clothing. The men were forbidden to 
shave their beards or their sidelocks and they wore 
fur-tnmmed hats. They have been compared to the 
Amish of Pennsylvania in their dress. While the 
Hasids represent a small proportion of the Jewish 
population in ihe world loday, they are credited 
with stemming Une üde of assimilation during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centunes. 


Critical Overview 


Chaim Potok’s first novel The Chosen, written 
when he was nearly Топу, was warmly received by 
the public. The hardcover edition sold several hun- 
dred thousand copies and several million were sold 
ih paperback. Reviews of the book were generally 
favorable, though there was some mild criticism. 
Cnucs found Potok’s storytelling skills compelling 
and praised him for his ability to present complex 
ideas to his readers. His presentation of Jewish his- 
tory and theological ideas within his stories is a par- 
ticular area for which Potok 15 often commended. 
His ability to present the religious conflicts within 
Judaism to doth Jewish and non-Jewish readers has 
eamed him high praise. The book “broadens the 
reader's understanding of the wide spectrum of Ju- 
daism,” commented Beverly J. Matiko in Master- 
plots. “itis imvaluable in providing all readers, par- 
ticularly young ones, with [the] social, political, 
and religious history” of Orthodox Jews during 
World War Il. Porok receive the Atheneum Award 
tor The Promise, a sequel to The Chosen, published 
several years later. He was awarded the Edward 
Lewis Wallan Award for The Chosen, which also 
was naminated for a National Book Award. 


Regarding the author's narrative style, Dan 
Barnen in @ Critical Survey of Lone Fictien ob- 
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Young men performing a Hasidic dance at the 
Western Wall in Jerusalem. 


served thal “his sentences are simple and reporto- 
riaJ.... The stones develop chronologically.” Bar- 
nett compares Potok’s writing to Emest Heming- 
way's, and other reviewers have mentioned the 
influence of Evelyn Waugh on his work. Lillian 
Kremer, writing in the Dictionary of Literary Bi- 
ography, compared Potok’s The Book of Lights to 
Waugh's Brideshead Revisited. Like Waugh, Po- 
tok explores religious commutment in his charac- 
ters within the framework of seculanzed society. 
Waugh's book i§ about a dysfunctional English 
Catholic family. Potok was inspired by il to become 
a wriler. Kremer also compared Paotok’s style to 
John Dos Passos’ joumnalisuc approach when he 
writes about the Holocaust. The impact of news- 
paper pictures after World War I] depicted the 
atrocities of the Nazi death camps. This became the 
inspiration for Potok’s use of newspaper-ty pe head- 
lines in his novel Jn rhe Beginning, which was pub- 
lished in 1975. A Times Literary Supplement Te- 
viewer found the “narrative ... [in The Promise] 
ngorously and beautifully straightforward.” The 
auihoc’s handling of issues facing Jewish women 
in his 1985 novel Davua’s Harp was well received. 
Lisa Schwarabaum, writing in ine Derrois News 
credited Potok with sensitivity. The book, she sard, 
‘Ss a warm, decent, generous and patient explo- 
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ration of important issues....” This is a noteworthy 
achievement when seen in comparison to The Cho- 
sen. None of the women in Potok’s first novel is 
portrayed with any depth or has a significant role. 
Women are seen only in the role of shadowy wife, 
nurse, teasing sister, or compassionate house- 
keeper. 


The major areas of negative criticism for all of 
Potok’s writing are that it is too sentimental, lacks 
drama, and that the outcomes of his stories are 
somewhat contrived. Sam Bluefarb, writing in the 
College Language Association Journal, remarked 
that Reb Saunders’ “resignation to Danny’s break 
with Hassidism ... [is] too mechanical ... with 
Danny ... going off to become a clinical or be- 
havioral psychologist.” Bluefarb found the dia- 
logue in this climax of the book weak, but he con- 
sidered it a “minor flaw in a larger pattern: that of 
tolerance against intolerance, empty ritual against 
the vital deed, rote learning against eager wonder.” 
While reviewer Philip Toynbee in the New Repub- 
lic applauded the “perennial theme” of the conflict 
between sons and fathers, he found the characters 
too intellectual. He also criticized Potok for senti- 
mentality. “He can be dreadfully wet at times.” In 
writing his review, Toynbee compared Potok’s 
book to a contemporary book written by Herbert 
Gold called Fathers. He found Gold’s characters 
“larger than life” and more memorable. He did, 
nonetheless, acknowledge that he would “not 
quickly forget the strange Hasidic community 
which Mr. Potok has painted with so much im- 
pressionistic skill.” 


The Gates of November: Chronicles of the 
Slepak Family was published by Mr. Potok in 1996. 
It tells the true story of Russian Jews who became 
refusniks during Soviet repression in the decade be- 
fore the collapse of the Soviet Union. As with The 
Chosen, this book also recounts a rift between a fa- 
ther and son. Felicity Barringer, writing in the New 
York Times Book Review criticized the book for an 
“ungainly mixture of the personal and the political 
... [that is] short on insight in the minds and hearts 
of the father and son....” The book, she claimed, 
has too many voices for coherence, but she still 
found the story fascinating and the struggle of its 
characters heroic. David Shribman maintained in 
his Wall Street Journal review of The Gates of No- 
vember that Potok “brings a sharp ear, a sharp eye 
and a soft heart” to the chronicle. In comparison 
with other Jewish American writers, Chaim Potok 
is Unique in his warm affirmation of the Jewish ex- 
perience in America and in his deep sympathy for 
those who struggle to retain spirituality in a secu- 


lar world. While Potok is the author of nearly a 
dozen fiction and nonfiction books, The Chosen re- 
mains his most popular work. 


Criticism 


Ann Hibert Alton 


In the following essay, Alton, an honorary re- 
search associate at the University of Sydney, pro- 
vides an overview discussion of Potok’s novel. 


Chaim Potok’s The Chosen focuses on the con- 
trasts between extreme ends of Orthodox Judaism. 
Despite criticisms that Potok is overly optimistic— 
Reuven regains his sight, Danny renounces the 
tzaddikate without being ostracized by his father, 
Danny and Reuven resolve many of the conflicts 
they feel between the secular world and Orthodox 
Judaism—Potok’s novel provides us with valuable 
insights into American Orthodox Jewish life dur- 
ing and after World War II. The novel explores in 
detail the lives and traditions of Hasidic and Or- 
thodox Jews, and creates an apparently realistic 
portrait of both cultures. The Chosen attempts to 
explore the place of Judaism in a secular society, 
provides insights into tensions between faith and 
scholarship, and suggests Judaism’s need to create 
a new philosophy for the modern world. 


The setting is Brooklyn in the 1940s. Reuven’s 
detailed descriptions of his and Danny’s homes and 
Reb Saunders’ synagogue appear as set-pieces in 
the novel. This focuses our attention on plot and 
theme. This self-contained Jewish world, com- 
pletely separate from the secular world, suggests 
the conflict between Hasidic existence and secular 
life—a theme which is repeated throughout the 
novel. 


Reuven Malter’s first-person narrative encour- 
ages our strong identification with him. Like him, 
we are bewildered by Reb Saunders’ silence, and 
are furious when Reb Saunders excommunicates 
him. The dialogue is direct, uncomplicated, and 
convincing, though relatively flat. The strong fo- 
cus on plot and theme results in little richness of 
tone: as Sheldon Grebstein comments, the novel’s 
“overall color is gray.” 


An understanding of Judaism is crucial to in- 
terpreting The Chosen, which focuses on the op- 
posite poles of Orthodoxy and Hasidism. Hasidism 
originated in eastern Europe in the 18th century, 
and its followers immediately came into conflict 
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with the Mitnagdim (opponents), or established re- 
ligious authorities. The Mitnagdim focused on 
scholarship and formal prayer, while the Hasidim 
(pious ones) believed that studying Talmud (the 
book of Jewish law and ritual) was not as impor- 
tant as making every aspect of their lives holy. By 
the 20th century Hasidism'’s focus had changed 
substantiaily to value studying Talmud and elim- 
nating anything from the secular worid. Hasidism’s 
leaders were called tzaddikim (nghteous ones), and 
were regarded as superhuman links between God 
and the community. The Hasidim believed that the 
only correct form of worship was to approach God 
through their tzaddik, rather than individually as 
Orthodox Jews did. Non-Hasidic Jews were con- 
sidered apikorsim (Jews who denied the basic 
tenets of their faith), and were shunned. This con- 
flict appears during the baseball game between 
Reuven's Orthodox team and Danny's Hasidic 
team, which takes on overtones of a holy маг. 


Two significant historical contexts are Worid 
War [I and the Zionist movement. Reuven men- 
tions the D-Day invasion in France, the Battle of 
the Bulge, the death of President Roosevelt, the 
Germans’ surrender in May 1945, and the destruc- 
tion of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The war serves as 
a reminder of the secular world. No one is immune 
to its effects, as we see in the different reactions of 
the Hasidic and Orthodox communities to news of 
the German concentration camps. Reb Saunders be- 
lieves these camps were God's will, and speaks of 
Europe’s Jewish communities having disappeared 
“into heaps of bones and ashes.” in contrast, Rav 
Malter believes that Jews can wait no longer for 
God or the Messiah, insisting: “If we do not re- 
build Jewry in America, we will die as a people.” 
He becomes an outspoken supporter of the Zion- 
ists, who beleve that the American Jews must 
make Palestine into a Jewish homeland. The Zion- 
ists’ opponents, of which Reb Saunders 15 one, be- 
lieve this would corrupt the Holy Land. Eventually, 
ine United Nations votes to create the Jewish state 
of Israel. After escalating violence between Arabs 
and Jews, the Zionist and Hasidic communities feel 
more unity. These histomcal contexts suggest the 
tension between the different sects of Judaism, and 
more specifically between the Malters’ Orthodoxy 
and Reb Saunders’ extreme Hasidism. 


The central imagery of The Chosen appears in 
metaphors of vision. Reuven'’s eye trouble leads 
him into another world, one which forces him to 
leave the pieces of his ald identity behind “along- 
side the shattered lens of my glasses.” His new 
identity incorporates his friendship with Danny 
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Do I Read 
Next? 


» The Promise (1969) 1s Potok’s sequel to The 
Chosen. In this book, Reuven prepares to be- 
come a rabbi but runs into an obstacle in the 
form of apostate scholar Abraham Gordon; at 
the same time, Danny, now a psychologist, treats 
Gordon's disturbed son. 


* Fathers (1966) by Herbert Gold also concerns 
the relationship between a son and a father. Gold 
presents an irreligious father who is a shop- 
keeper and a son who feels he can cross the 
abyss between them in spite of their generational 
differences. 


© Cail it Sleep (1934) by Henry Roth. Considered 
an American classic, this novel depicts the re- 
lationship between a young boy and the father 
who terrifies him. While Gold depicts an affec- 
tionate father, the father in Roth’s novel has an 
openly hostile relationship with his son. The 
story 1s set in the Lower East Side of Manhat- 
tan in the early years of the twentieth century. 


+ Fathers and Sons (1862) by Ivan Turgenev, the 
nineteenth-century Russian novelist. The novel 
depicts the struggle of two generations. The pro- 
taponist, Bazarov, 18 a mihilist and wants to de- 
stroy the old order (honor, patriotism, love, 
beauty) represented by the fathers (Kirsanov) 
and to establish a new order based on rational 
sclence. 





along with a much wider view of the world. Danny 
bepins wearing glasses just before he enters Hirsch 
College. His eye problems suggest his limitations: 
although he is intellectually curious, he lacks com- 
passion, and doesn’t see the wider view of the 
world that Reuven sees. Once Danny learns empa- 
thy, “there was a light in his eyes that was almost 
blinding.” 

The novel's main relationships are between 
narrator Reuven Malter, Danny Saunders, 
Reuven’s father Rabbi David Malter, and Danny's 
father Reb Saunders. Reuven——whose name in He- 
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brew means “behold a son”’—loves mathematics, 
but wants to become a rabbi like his father. He is 
a good scholar, with an open mind, and a compas- 
sionate young man. Danny—Hebrew for “God is 
my judge”—is heir to the tzaddikate, but wants to 
become a psychologist. Despite his brilliant mind, 
he lacks compassion, which we see in his feelings 
of murderous rage during the baseball game, and 
in his cool appreciation of Hemingway’s artistry in 
describing ants being roasted alive on a burning 
log. Danny is terribly torn between the demands of 
his intellect and the traditions of the tzaddikate dy- 
nasty. He dreads the thought of becoming tzaddik, 
for he fears losing his contact with the secular 
world. Despite this, he already thinks of himself as 
tzaddik, and feels pride in the respect he’s given as 
heir. 

Like Reuven and Danny, their fathers repre- 
sent opposite philosophical and religious poles. 
Rabbi Malter, Reuven’s father, is tremendously un- 
derstanding: despite his broad knowledge of Tal- 
mud, he is open to ideas from the secular world. 
His passionate support of the Zionist movement 
arises from his desire for a meaningful life. Reb 
Saunders, Danny’s father, is tzaddik to his com- 
munity. He is both a great Talmudist (scholar of 
Talmud) and a great tzaddik with a reputation for 
both brilliance and compassion. However, he is 
also a tyrant, absolute ruler of his household and 
his community. He cannot accept any idea coming 
from the “contaminated” or secular world; in his 
eyes, the Zionist movement is sacrilege and a vio- 
lation of the Torah. Danny pities his father because 
he’s intellectually trapped in his Hasidic traditions 
and therefore has an extremely narrow view of the 
world. 


Minor characters include Tony Savo and Billy 
Merrit, whom Reuven meets while in hospital. 
These two characters suggest the importance of 
faith in a world which is often incomprehensible. 
Professor Appleman, Chair of the Psychology de- 
partment at Hirsch College, reconciles Danny to 
studying experimental psychology. Rav Gershen- 
son, the Talmud instructor, cannot allow secular 
methods of analysis in his class despite his sym- 
pathy for them. Danny’s brother Levi—whose 
name in Hebrew means “joined in harmony”—is a 
“delicate miniature” of his father, and eventually 
inherits the position of tzaddik. Female characters 
are virtually non-existent. Only Manya, the Mal- 
ters’ Russian housemaid who “babbles” in Ukrain- 
ian, has a name. Reuven’s mother is dead, Danny’s 
mother is alive but practically invisible, and 
Danny’s sister disappears into an arranged Hasidic 





marriage. This lack of women significantly weak- 
ens the novel’s realism and leads to a lack of 
balance. 


The theme of father-son relationships is cen- 
tral to the novel’s underlying conflicts. Reuven’s 
strong relationship with his father is open and af- 
fectionate: they can—and do—talk about anything. 
Rav Malter teaches Reuven compassion, forgive- 
ness, and tolerance. He encourages Reuven to be- 
come friends with Danny, and tries to teach Reuven 
about Danny’s Hasidic heritage so that Reuven will 
understand Danny. Even when Reb Saunders ex- 
communicates Reuven, Rav Malter forbids Reuven 
to slander him, insisting that it was just this sort of 
fanaticism which kept the Jews alive through two 
thousand years of exile. In the end, it is largely be- 
cause of Rav Malter’s attitudes that Reuven 
chooses to preserve his culture and religion by be- 
coming a rabbi. In contrast, Danny has extremely 
mixed feelings about his father. Although he fears 
his father’s temper and dreads his continued si- 
lence, he believes that his father is “‘a great man.’ ” 
However, he dreads being trapped the way his fa- 
ther is: “‘I want to be able to breathe, to think what 
I want to think, to say the things I want to say.’” 
When Danny realizes he cannot become tzaddik, 
he becomes terrified about telling his father, be- 
cause “‘if the son doesn’t take the father’s place, the 
dynasty falls apart.” However, Reb Saunders real- 
izes Danny’s intentions and acknowledges him as 
a man. His acceptance of Danny’s decision is in- 
fluenced by three factors. First, he has come to re- 
spect his son’s soul as well as his mind, and knows 
Danny intends to continue to observe Jewish law. 
Second, he feels Danny now has the soul of a tzad- 
dik, and that “ ‘All his life he will be a tzaddik. He 
will be a tzaddik for the world. And the world needs 
a tzaddik.’” Finally, he realizes the dynasty will 
not be destroyed: since “the tzaddikate was inher- 
ited, and the charisma went automatically from fa- 
ther to son—all sons,” Levi will become tzaddik in 
Danny’s place. Despite this happy resolution, Reb 
Saunders’ insistence on the strict traditions of Ha- 
sidism at the expense of the secular world have the 
effect of driving Danny away from his tzaddikate 
heritage and into his study of psychoanalysis. 

Another theme arises from the Talmud’s di- 
rection that the two things one should do are to 
choose a friend and to acquire a teacher. After their 
initial antagonism towards each other, Reuven and 
Danny find many common aspects of their lives. 
Despite their different heritages and opinions, they 
become fast friends. Certainly they illustrate 
Reuven’s father’s comment that “‘Honest differ- 
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ences of opinion should never be permitted to de- 
stroy a friendship.’” Their friendship survives var- 
ious crises, including a year of enforced silence, 
as well as major differences of opinion about the 
value of experimental psychology, mathematics, 
Freudian thought, and even Reb Saunders. 


Both boys have teachers in their fathers. Reb 
Saunders chooses the traditional method of teach- 
ing Danny through public quizzes on his Talmud 
sermons. Later, both Danny and Reuven review 
Talmud with Reb Saunders, and through vehement 
arguments they learn the meanings of various pas- 
sages. However, Reb Saunders isn’t an ideal 
teacher because his exclusively Hasidic viewpoint 
completely excludes secular considerations. In con- 
trast, Rav Malter teaches Reuven the heretical “‘sci- 
entific method” for studying Talmud, which in- 
cludes the use of sources outside Orthodox Jewish 
tradition. When Reuven successfully uses this 
method to analyze a difficult passage, Rav Ger- 
shenson reveres the explanation but forbids him to 
use this method in class. Reuven then realizes his 
father is regarded as an heretic because of his meth- 
ods and opinions. He also realizes that one can hold 
heretical notions, as perhaps Rav Gershenson does, 
and still be a rabbi. 


Both boys are serious about their studies, and 
Danny is committed to extensive reading of secu- 
lar works. In addition to knowing Ivanhoe, Danny 
reads Darwin, Huxley, and Hemingway before be- 
coming intrigued with the writings of Freud. It is 
during his study of Freud that Danny begins to 
question many of the aspects of Hasidism. He re- 
alizes that he can approach Freud in the same way 
as he approaches Talmud, suggesting his tempo- 
rary conversion to Freud as a religion. Just as he 
became upset by various interpretations of Ha- 
sidism, Danny becomes increasingly upset by 
Freud. However, he can’t stop reading Freud be- 
cause of his uncanny insights into nature of man. 
Here we come to one of the most significant as- 
pects of the book: the tension between faith and 
scholarship. Danny cannot stop thinking about 
Freud and his analysis of the psyche of man, and 
the more he thinks about it the less he believes he 
can conform completely to Hasidism. 


Finally, the theme of silence dominates The 
Chosen. Danny and his father don’t talk, except 
when they study Talmud. This silence is Reb Saun- 
ders’ attempt to teach Danny compassion. As a 
child, Danny recounted a story about terrible suf- 
fering to his father to demonstrate his excellent 
memory, displaying no compassion for the story’s 
victims. Reb Saunders concluded that despite 
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Danny’s brilliance he lacked a soul. By enforcing 
silence between them, he believed that Danny 
would learn to know pain and suffering. Since a 
tzaddik must suffer his people’s pain, Reb Saun- 
ders justifies his actions: “‘I had to make certain 
his soul would be the soul of a tzaddik no matter 
what he did with his life.’” In the end, this silence 
is the price he’s willing to pay for Danny’s soul. 


Two central metaphors suggest The Chosen’s 
meaning. The first is the fly that Reuven gently 
frees from the spider’s web. The fly represents 
Danny, who is caught in the almost invisible web 
of history, the rigidity of Hasidic tradition, and his 
father’s silence. Reuven is the outsider from the 
secular world who sees Danny’s predicament, and 
whose gentle influence frees Danny from his op- 
pressive trap without destroying either the tzad- 
dikate dynasty or Danny’s relationship with his fa- 
ther. The second metaphor is the novel’s title: The 
Chosen. Its most obvious meaning suggests the Ha- 
sidim themselves, who believe they are God’s cho- 
sen ones. However, the chosen also refers to the 
vocations chosen by Danny and Reuven: psycho- 
analysis and the rabbinate respectively. Finally, 
Danny himself is the chosen, in the sense that his 
father chooses to raise him in silence so that he de- 
velops the soul of a tzaddik. This fate is the final 
choice—one which Danny was powerless to make, 
but for which he suffers the consequences—be- 
coming tzaddik not for his Hasidic community, but 
instead for the world. 


Source: Ann Hibert Alton, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Deanna Evans 

Evans, a professor of English at Bemidji State 
University, discusses the friendship between Danny 
and Reuven and its importance within the context 
of the novel in the following essay. 


When Chaim Potok published his first novel, 
The Chosen, in 1967, it hardly seemed destined for 
widespread popularity. After all, the novel contains 
no sex or obscenity, only a trace of violence, and 
its two principal characters are Jewish school boys 
who excel academically and enjoy engaging in the- 
ological debates with their fathers. Even so, The 
Chosen, continues to attract a large and diverse 
body of readers in the United States and abroad. 
Surely one reason for its popularity is that it pre- 
sents a compelling story of friendship, a subject of 
universal appeal. 


The novel’s plot line at its most basic resem- 
bles the folktale type of “The Two Brothers,” a re- 
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curring type of narrative recognized and named by 
the great nineteenth-century philologist Jacob 
Grimm. It is the pattern underlying the biblical nar- 
rative of David and Jonathan found in J Samuel in 
the Bible, which is alluded to in the novel. The typ- 
ical plot of a friendship narrative usually contains 
the following elements: two young men become 
friends and grow as close as brothers, and after 
some kind of crisis in which one perhaps rescues 
the other, both become better and wiser. All of 
these elements are present in The Chosen, but Po- 
tok complicates the basic pattern by weaving into 
it the roles of two supporting characters, the boys’ 
fathers. The fathers have been the principal teach- 
ers of their sons and continue to exert a strong in- 
fluence throughout the novel. Hence, the fathers af- 
fect the course of the friendship and, at one point, 
nearly destroy it. 


The Chosen, set in Brooklyn during World 
War II and the years immediately following, is nar- 
rated in the first person by Reuven Malter, one of 
the main characters. The other, Danny Saunders, is 
named in the opening sentence where it is also 
made clear that the ensuing story will be their story: 
“For the first fifteen years of our lives, Danny and 
I lived within five blocks of each other and neither 
of us knew of the other’s existence.” The reason 
becomes clear as the story begins to unfold. Al- 
though Reuven and Danny have much in common, 
even age, since they were born only two days apart 
in the same hospital, they live in very different 
worlds shaped by the religious beliefs of their fa- 
thers, who represent polar extremes of Orthodox 
Judaism. 


David Malter, Reuven’s father, is a teacher in 
a yeshiva (a Jewish high school); he is also a writer 
of controversial religious articles in which he takes 
a rational and scientific approach to sacred texts. 
He is widowed, and Reuven is his only child, so 
Malter enjoys an especially close and warm rela- 
tionship with his son. Malter often expresses pride 
in Reuven’s achievements and openly shows his af- 
fection. Ever the teacher, Malter encourages his 
son’s intellectual curiosity and wants him to be 
fully cognizant of the world. For example, when 
Reuven is in the hospital and unable to read, Mal- 
ter brings him a radio so that he can listen to news 
reports about the war. Danny, on the other hand, 
has been brought up to shun the world in the strict 
and conservative environment of Hasidism. Potok 
clearly does not expect readers to be familiar with 
this conservative type of Judaism, for within the di- 
alogue of the novel he uses characters, especially 
Danny and David Malter, to explain it. 


Danny’s father is Reb Saunders, a “tzaddik” 
within his Hasidic sect. This means, as Danny ex- 
plains, that Saunders is regarded as “a kind of mes- 
senger of God, a bridge between his followers and 
God.” As the elder son, Danny is expected to fol- 
low in his father’s footsteps and inherit his posi- 
tion. The elder Saunders has attempted to prepare 
Danny for this “chosen” role by training him in a 
very harsh way, imposing upon him the discipline 
of silence. Late in the novel, Saunders explains why 
he has done this. He realized when Danny was only 
four that he was a gifted child with a photographic 
memory, and Saunders became afraid that Danny 
would grow into a cold intellectual instead of a 
sympathetic and compassionate leader. Thus Saun- 
ders turned to the old European method of teach- 
ing by silence. Accordingly, he refuses to speak di- 
rectly to Danny, except when they are engaged in 
religious debate. Saunders understands that his si- 
lence causes his son pain, but he believes the pain 
will save his son’s soul and also will prepare Danny 
for his role of tzaddik. 


The boys first meet when they participate in a 
baseball game between their respective yeshivas. 
When Reuven attempts to initiate conversation with 
Danny, he is asked if he is the son of the writer 
David Malter. Learning that he is, Danny insults 
him: “I told my team we’ re going to kill you apiko- 
rsim this afternoon.” (Apikorsim is an insulting He- 
brew word meaning “sinners’”). Reuven retaliates, 
telling Danny to go rub his “tzitzit” for luck, re- 
ferring to the fringes of Danny’s religious garment. 
Then, at a climactic moment, Danny compresses 
his hostile feelings into a powerful swing of the bat 
and hits the ball directly at Reuven who stubbornly 
refuses to jump out of the way. The ball pounds 
into Reuven’s glasses, causing the left lens to shat- 
ter and cut his eye. 


Danny comes to the hospital to apologize to 
Reuven, who is not sure if his eye will heal. Reuven 
rudely refuses to accept the apology, but Danny 
tries again. This time the boys develop an admira- 
tion for each other and the seeds of friendship are 
planted. So it is at the hospital, a place associated 
with healing, that the two are healed of their hos- 
tile feelings toward each another. In addition, this 
hospital is where both were born. How appropriate 
that their friendship also comes to life here. The 
hospital is also the place where the boys begin to 
mature. Although his vision is impaired, Reuven 
begins to “see” while in the hospital. He becomes 
acquainted with fellow patients, people who are not 
Jewish, and he learns that he shares common in- 
terests with them. He also learns about the suffer- 
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ing of others. The man in the bed next to his, a pro- 
fessional fighter, loses an eye he injured in a fight. 
Billy, the boy in the bed on the other side of 
Reuven, is blind and is in the hospital awaiting 
surgery to cure his blindness. But, as Reuven will 
later learn, Billy’s surgery is not successful. 
Reuven begins to “see” when he lies in the dark- 
ness of his hospital room, closes his unbandaged 
eye, and tries to imagine what the world is like for 
Billy. When he returns home five days after the ac- 
cident, his familiar world looks different: “T felt I 
had crossed into another world, that little pieces of 
my old self had been left behind on the black as- 
phalt floor of the school yard alongside the shat- 
tered lens of my glasses.” To a lesser degree, Danny 
also begins to see more clearly when he visits 
Reuven in the hospital. There he discovers that 
David Malter is none other than the kind man who 
had become his mentor at the public library. Danny 
also comes to recognize his own dark side, for he 
confesses to Reuven that at the baseball game he 
had felt the urge to kill. 

From its beginning, the friendship of the boys 
is affected by their fathers. David Malter, in fact, 
acts as catalyst, for he encourages his son to be- 
come Danny’s friend. He reminds Reuven that the 
Talmud teaches “that a person should do two things 
for himself.” One of these is “to acquire a teacher,” 
and, of course, both Reuven and Danny have found 
teachers in their fathers. The other is to choose a 
friend. Malter also explains the nature of true 
friendship to his son: “A Greek philosopher said 
that two people who are true friends are like two 
bodies with one soul.” Malter’s words prove 
prophetic. 

As the novel progresses, Reuven and Danny 
become good friends. Reuven wins the approval of 
Reb Saunders, who demands that he come with 
Danny to Friday services and then subjects the vis- 
iting boy to a grueling debate over a religious les- 
son. During the boys’ last year of high school, 
Reuven’s father suffers a heart attack. While Mal- 
ter is in the hospital, Reuven is invited to live in 
the Saunders’ home, and so the boys have the op- 
portunity to live as brothers. They share a room and 
also begin to share their deepest secrets, including 
Danny’s confession that he wants to become a psy- 
choanalyst and reject his “chosen” role. Both boys 
graduate at the top of their respective classes and 
then attend the same rabbinical college. During 
their first year at college, they continue to live as 
brothers and are very happy. 

But the joy of their friendship will be tested 
by conflict and crisis, and, not surprisingly, the cri- 
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sis is brought about by their fathers. After the war, 
David Malter adopts a strong Zionist position and 
becomes a leader in the local movement. Reb Saun- 
ders continues to hold to his conservative beliefs 
that a new Israel can be founded only by the Mes- 
siah, and thus he rejects Zionism. Eventually, Saun- 
ders forbids Danny to associate with Reuven, who 
has adopted his father’s cause. Danny, although 
now a grown man, follows the tradition he has been 
reared in and obeys his father. However, his phys- 
ical appearance indicates that he mourns the loss 
of the friendship. Reuven, as narrator, describes his 
suffering, particularly his feelings of loneliness and 
alienation when his father is hospitalized with a 
second heart attack. For nearly two years the young 
men do not speak to each other, even though they 
continue to attend the same college. Their suffer- 
ing proves that the friendship is not dead, and on 
one occasion Reuven is comforted momentarily by 
the touch of Danny’s hand. Reb Saunders lifts his 
ban on the friendship after Israel becomes a nation. 
Both Danny and Reuven are happy to be friends 
again and discuss the pain they had experienced. 
Nevertheless, the separation has helped them ma- 
ture. By the end of the novel it is evident that the 
friendship has been essential in helping them be- 
come the compassionate men that they now are. 
Because of their friendship, both Reuven and 
Danny have come to a better understanding of 
themselves and of others. They have become inde- 
pendent of their fathers and are able to make sound 
life choices for themselves. 


Source: Deanna Evans, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998. 


Sam Bluefarb 


In the following excerpt, Bluefarb examines the 
main conflicts in The Chosen: those caused by re- 
ligious beliefs, by differences in generations, and 
by the split between the head and the heart. 


The conflict in Chaim Potok’s novel The Cho- 
sen functions at several levels. These are: the gen- 
erational conflict; the temperamental; the conflict 
between head and heart; the opposition between a 
petrified fanaticism and a humane tolerance; and, 
finally, the split between two visions of God and 
man’s relationship to Him. Of all of these, how- 
ever, it is the opposition between the head and the 
heart which predominates. 


The locale of the story is the Crown Heights 
section of Williamsburg in Brooklyn from the De- 
pression years to the founding of the State of Is- 
rael. Although much of the story’s direction is de- 
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termined by the conflict between Hassidic and Mis- 
nagdic traditions in Judaism (as respectively rep- 
resented by the Saunders and Malter families), it is 
the conflict between two: generations and the 
Hawthornesque split between the obsessions of the 
head and the impulses of the heart that carry the 
major thrust of The Chosen. 


The Hassidic view originated as a revolt 
against the arid intellectual concerns of 18th cen- 
tury scholastic (i.e., Misnagdic) Judaism with its 
tortuous explications in Talmudic pilpul and its 
aristocratic disdain for the poor and illiterate Jew. 
This resulted in the Hassidic heresy (according to 
the Vilna Gaon) toward the stress on joy and the 
intuitions. Yet in its turn (especially as portrayed 
in The Chosen) Hassidism itself evolved into the 
very thing it had attacked. The distance between 
the Ba’al Shem Tov (or the Besht, as he was af- 
fectionately called by his followers) and his latter- 
day followers is relatively short, as history goes: a 
mere two hundred years or so; but the distance be- 
tween the gentle piety of the founder of Hassidism 
and the fanaticism of his later followers qualita- 
tively spans a greater distance than time alone can 
account for. Indeed, Reb Saunders, the Hassidic 
leader in The Chosen, has really reverted to the ear- 
lier arid scholasticism which Hassidism in its own 
beginnings had set itself up in opposition to. 


However, in The Chosen, the quarrel between 
the Hassidim and the Misnagdim (these days, 
roughly those practicing Jews who are not Has- 
sidim) though decreasing in intensity and bitterness 
after the slaughter of six million in the Nazi Holo- 
caust, still makes up a substantial aspect of this 
novel. It is to this group—the Misnagdim (or, to 
acknowledge Potok’s Sephardic, dialectual usage, 
Mitnagdim)—to which Reuven Malter, the young 
protagonist, belongs. We must of course remember 
that many Hassidim consider most Jews beyond 
their own circle apikorsim (heretics). While it is 
true that the Misnagdim in The Chosen did not ac- 
tively oppose the Hassidim, the baseball game be- 
tween the Misnagdic and the Hassidic schools on 
which the novel opens, not only triggers the con- 
flict but determines the direction the novel will 
take. In a sense, The Chosen is a kind of exercise 
in the “Hegelian” dialectic which the Hassidim and 
the Misnagdim have engaged in for the last two and 
a half centuries; however, in doing so, they have 
articulated their respective visions toward life and 
God, and, in a sense, have managed to exert some 
beneficial influence on each other. 

One of the central problems in The Chosen is 
communication—or lack of it. Part of this is de- 
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liberate and “chosen.” Reb Saunders, in his oddly 
“Talmudic” way, believes that he can best teach his 
son the language and wisdom of the heart by for- 
bidding or discouraging, what he considers “frivo- 
lous” discourse—what most of us might think of 
as the minimal conversational civilities. Thus Reb 
Saunders denies Danny what Mr. Malter the 
yeshiva teacher freely gives to his son Reuven: 
warmth, communication, and understanding. On 
those rare occasions when Reb Saunders permits 
himself to address Danny, these exchanges take 
place during the periodic quizzes on Talmud which 
the rebbe subjects Danny to—or when he blows up 
in exasperation at his son’s passivity in the face of 
his own religious (near violent) commitments. 


On the other hand, the relationship between 
Reuven and his father is a tender one, made all the 
more trusting by the easy and affectionate exchange 
of confidences that go on between them. They, at 
least, can do what Danny and his father seem un- 
able to do: communicate. In the instance of Reb 
Saunders it is an admixture of pride and fanatic 
pietism that prevents any intimacy between him- 
self and his son (rationalized by the elder Saunders’ 
commitment to the Talmudic A word is worth one 
coin; silence is worth two). In Danny’s case it 1s 
simply fear of his father that prevents any viable 
relationship between the two. Conceivably, Mr. 
Malter, the yeshiva teacher, and Reb Saunders, the 
Hassidic Talmudist, are of a common generation, 
if not of a common age; yet it is Reb Saunders’ 
rigidity, and his stiff-necked pride, that give the il- 
lusion that he is much older than Mr. Malter—even 
as Hassidism itself appears to be rooted in an older 
tradition than its Misnagdic counterpart. 


The difference between Mr. Malter and Reb 
Saunders expresses itself most forcefully in their 
respective visions toward the Holocaust: Reb Saun- 
ders can do little more than shed (very real) tears 
for the martyred Jews of Europe. “ ‘How the world 
drinks our blood.... [But] It is the will of God. We 
must accept the will of God.’”... Reuven’s more 
Westemized father, on the other hand, attempts to 
counter the existential nullity of the “world” by be- 
coming ever more active in a resuscitated Zionist 
movement. Reb Saunders, to the contrary, in con- 
formance with orthodox Hassidism, is bound by the 
Messianic belief—that only with the coming of the 
Messiah will Jews achieve the millennial dream, 
the ingathering of the exiles, the return to Eretz Yis- 
roel. 

What we find in The Chosen is a kind of dop- 
pelgdnger effect—minus the doppelgdnger itself. 
For Reuven and Danny are symbolically two halves 
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of a single (perhaps ideal? Jewish?) personality, 
each half searching for its complement, which we 
already know can never be found in an imperfect 
world (Siz a falsher velt!—It’s a hypocritical world! 
says a Yiddish Koheleth.). In short, no perfection is 
to be attained, except in unity. But that is precisely 
the problem of the characters in The Chosen: theirs 
is a search for that elusive (or illusory) goal. For 
neither of these two boys growing into manhood 
can really be said to exist at their fullest potential 
unless they retain some sort of relationship with 
each other, which on one occasion is suspended 
when Reb Saunders forbids Danny any association 
with Reuven for an interval of about a year, mak- 
ing the two boys doubly miserable. 


Reuven, whose father allows his son forays 
into symbolic logic, the mathematics of Bertrand 
Russell, ends up a rabbi! Danny, who throughout 
the novel is coerced into following Hassidic tradi- 
tion, and is expected to succeed Reb to the leader- 
ship of the sect on his father’s death, ultimately 
breaks away. Danny, for want of a better word— 
the word has been overly used and abused, though 
it applies here—has been alienated—from his fa- 
ther, from Hassidism, and finally from the Hassidic 
community itself. In a sense Danny is recapitulat- 
ing (suffering through) the transitions and adjust- 
ments so traumatically demanded by the exodus 
from the Old World to the New, adjustments re- 
quired of his father and his followers, “pilgrims” 
who came to America from the East European shte- 
tle one step ahead of Hitler’s kill-squads. 


The American Diaspora has also given Danny, 
Freud and Behaviorist psychology (though initially 
he has mixed feelings about the latter); but after 
reading Graetz’s History of the Jews, he has found 
that “Freud had clearly upset him in a fundamen- 
tal way—had thrown him off-balance”. 


More significant than the conflict of belief in 
The Chosen is the conflict between the genera- 
tions—each of which is so often collateral with the 
other. The novel itself could as easily, if not orig- 
inally, have been called Fathers and Sons. For it is 
as much about the old split between the fathers and 
their offsprings as it is about the conflicts between 
religious views and personalities. The sons have 
been molded by the fathers, though in the case of 
Danny that influence is a negative one. For Reb 
Saunders is a fanatic, or at least has those propen- 
sities; he represents the archetypal, God-intoxi- 
cated Hassid. And it is he who has caused Danny 
to grow into a tense, coldly introverted personal- 
ity. Reuven’s father, on the other hand, is the tol- 
erant (albeit religious) humanist, opposed both in 
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mind and in heart to the cold scholasticism of the 
Saunderses. 


In the growing estrangement between Danny 
and his father, the conflict of generations and of vi- 
sions toward life surfaces. And it is America that 
is catalyst: the old East European ambiance is gone 
(unless one accepts Williamsburg as a pale substi- 
tute milieu for the vanished shtetle); and in the sec- 
ond instance the old ghetto traditions have become 
influenced, perhaps eroded—the old acculturation- 
assimilation story—by the pressures of urbanism 
and secular intellectualism. 


The relationship between Reuven Malter and 
his father is rooted organically, not in principle— 
self or externally imposed—but in tolerance and 
mutual respect. Mr. Malter is a yeshiva teacher, yet 
he can comfortably discuss the secular philosophers 
with Reuven as Danny’s father, the Hassidic Reb 
Saunders, never can with him. Mr. Malter tells 
Reuven, “‘the point about mathematizing hy- 
potheses was made by Kant. It is one of the pro- 
grams of the Vienna Circle logical positivists.’” 
Yet with all his easy familiarity with philosophical 
schools and systems, his acumen in grasping them, 
Reuven’s father allows his son to seek truth in his 
own way (possibly because of his own exposure to 
the rationalist winds of Western philosophy). 
Where Danny is coerced into the study of a spe- 
cific mode of religious thought, Reuven is allowed 
by his father to roam free through the country of 
ideas. This seemingly minor approach to pedagog- 
ical technique—both fathers are teachers in their 
own ways—will determine the direction each of the 
boys will later take as young men. 


Reuven’s father hopes his son will become a 
rabbi—but would not coerce him into it. The elder 
Saunders not only expects Danny to take his place 
in the rabbinic dynasty when his own time comes 
(as Hassidic custom requires), but can hardly imag- 
ine an alternative. On the other hand fanaticism and 
intolerance go to form the iron bond that binds 
Danny to his father. What is important here, 
though, is that Danny becomes an object, manipu- 
lated by his father, rather than a person one relates 
to. This determines Danny’s ultimate hostility to- 
ward Hassidism itself, so that when he rebels, he 
not only rebels against a religious movement but 
against his father, who is its representative. The 
worship of God gives way, in the first flush of en- 
thusiasm, to his admiration, if not worship, of a 
substitute god, Sigmund Freud. 


As the novel progresses, Danny the intellec- 
tual wizard, Wunderkind, finds himself increas- 
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ingly boxed in by the restrictive ghetto mentality 
of the Hassidim. He sees that his father ““Intellec- 
tually ... was born trapped. I don’t ever want to be 
trapped the way he’s trapped.’” 


Ultimately, though, The Chosen is a paradigm 
of two visions that have not only sundered Judaism 
but have affected other areas of life—the split be- 
tween head and heart. The Saunderses seem to have 
an excess of head in their (paradoxical streak of 
zealousness and emotional) makeup; but the Mal- 
ters have heart and head: they are in balance. For 
Reuven is not only an outstanding student of Tal- 
mud but be “has a head” for mathematics and sym- 
bolic logic. Like his father, he also has a spark of 
tolerance which illuminates his own knowledge of 
human essences as opposed to ritualistic forms. 


Reuven’s studies are “brain” disciplines— 
logic, mathematics, philosophy—yet it is he who 
finally turns out to have more “heart” than the bril- 
liant son of a Hassid. Danny, on the other hand, 
having been raised in the tradition of the Ba’al 
Shem, should have been a “heart-and-joy special- 
ist.” Yet it is he who is all brain. And this produces 
a keen irony, since Hassidism, a movement that was 
originally a revolt against arid scholasticism be- 
came (as portrayed in The Chosen) transformed 
into its opposite. Piety, joy, even learning (a late- 
comer to Hassidism) becomes pietism, role learn- 
ing, Memorization. 


In this split between head and heart, Danny 
Saunders shows a brilliant flare for Talmudic ex- 
plication. Yet Reb Saunders, addressing Reuven 
Malter in Danny’s presence, complains, “ “the Mas- 
ter of the Universe blessed me with a brilliant son. 
And He cursed me with all the problems of raising 
him. Ah, what it is to have a brilliant son! ... [But] 
There was no soul in my ... Daniel, there was only 
his mind. He was a mind in a body without a soul.’” 
Too late: Danny has already “chosen” his own path, 
and Reb Saunders—plausibly or not—realizes at 
last that it is impossible to turn back now and give 
his son the love (or heart) he might once have given 
him, an act which may well have tempered Danny’s 
mind. 


Reuven is not exactly a graubbe yung, a mo- 
ron, himself. For in one of the terminal scenes, he 
proves himself a master of many Talmudic brain 
twisters—and this, ironically, even when he can- 
not answer one difficult proposition which the 
teacher himself is unable to resolve! There is 
enough sanity in Reuven, though—presumably the 
heritage his father has passed on to him—to bring 
him to the realization that words themselves have 


little meaning unless they are rooted in life. If nec- 
essary, Reuven will show that he is capable of prov- 
ing a formidable rival to Danny’s father in his abil- 
ity to untie knotty Talmudic propositions. Yet he 
also knows that this hardly makes a Jew, much less 
a compassionate human being. For brilliance, 
whether in Talmud or in other mental acrobatics, 
may as often blind the brilliant with their own bril- 
liance as enlighten. The major irony, then, is that 
Hassidism—the brand portrayed in Potok’s 
novel—though presumably a religious movement 
of the heart, has become transformed into its op- 


posite. 


I should like to say a few words about the sym- 
bolic symmetry of The Chosen. Potok seems to 
have extended himself beyond plausibility here. 
For the conclusion of this otherwise fine and sen- 
sitive work is marred by contrivance. Perhaps this 
can be ascribed to a symmetry which, while possi- 
ble in life, somehow doesn’t ring true when placed 
in fictional context. In this symmetry Danny es- 
capes the confines of the Hassidic sect while 
Reuven stays within the wider boundaries of a more 
tolerant form of Judaism. Further, in this kind of 
resolution, Potok unintentionally (and unfortu- 
nately) reveals his intentions long before the novel 
ends. It takes no great effort, to guess, even early 
in the novel, that Danny will rebel, while Reuven, 
the “nice Jewish boy,” will become a rabbi. 


Reb Saunders’ “conversion”—his resignation 
to Danny’s break with Hassidism—doesn’t con- 
vince. The novel is too mechanical in this sense— 
with Danny, who was to have inherited his father’s 
leadership going off to become a clinical or be- 
havioral psychologist, while Reuven turns to the 
rabbinate. 


The climax of the novel is illustrated by the 
following exchange the two young men engage in: 
Danny tells Reuven: “‘I can’t get over your be- 
coming a rabbi.’” Whereupon Reuven answers: “‘I 
can’t get over your becoming a psychologist.’” 
Even the dialogue is weak here, betraying the Pro- 
crustean ending; it is virtually the antithesis to the 
brilliant verbal fencing—stychomythia—that the 
great dramatists from Shakespeare to Shaw were 
such virtuosos at. In this instance, the dialogue 
verges on the cliché. 


Thus, as Reuven moves closer to Misnagdic— 
non-Hassidic—Judaism, so Danny moves away 
from its Hassidic counterpart, giving the novel this 
mechanical symmetry. The saving feature in spite 
of the contrived ending is that the choices of the 
two young men are as much determined by motive 
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and character (or lack of it) as by superimposed 
plot strictures. 


The almost explicit theme of The Chosen, then, 
is that the more repression one is forced to knuckle 
under to (no matter the noble intentions), the 
greater will be the rebellion against the source of 
that repression; it’s the old postulate of an oppo- 
site and equal reaction for every action. In other 
words, the contrivance of the rebellious son against 
the father and the father’s resignation to the son’s 
rebellion—“*You will remain an observer of the 
Commandments?’” he pathetically asks Danny— 
are developments which make it all the more dif- 
ficult to believe in Reb Saunders as a strong, if stub- 
born, man. 


Still—and this I mean to stress—the “con- 
trivance of symmetry” with which the novel ends 
is a minor flaw in a larger pattern: that of tolerance 
against intolerance, empty ritual against the vital 
deed, rote learning against eager wonder. In any ef- 
fective fiction it is the process rather than the out- 
come that is more important. This is especially true 
in The Chosen. For in this novel Chaim Potok gives 
us as keen an insight into the split between head 
and heart, tolerance and fanaticism, the strictures 
of tradition against the impulses of rachmonis 
(pity) as has appeared in the Jewish-American 
novel in a long time. 

Source: Sam Bluefarb, “The Head, the Heart, and the Con- 


flict of Generations in Chaim Potok’s The Chosen,” in CLA 
Journal, Vol. XIV, No. 4, June 1971, pp. 402-9. 
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Go Tell It on the Mountain 


James Baldwin was one of the most versatile and 
influential artists of the post-World War II gener- 
ation, creating memorable short stories, novels, 
plays, essays and children’s books. Go Tell It on 
the Mountain was his first published novel, and 
many critics feel that it is has stood as his best. It 
is a traditional bildungsroman, a novel tracing the 
psychological and spiritual development of its cen- 
tral character, Jobn Grimes. 


In the first chapter, John’s family life, ruled by 
anger, poverty and guilt, is explored, leading to the 
fifth chapter, when, after night’s religious service, 
John is accepted into his church’s community be- 
cause he has undergone a seizure-like conversion, 
writhing on the floor and speaking in foreign 
tongues. The middle chapters give the background 
stories of his aunt, his father, and his mother, who 
migrated to New York from the South and endured 
various difficulties that are reflected in John’s life. 


There is a strong autobiographical aspect to the 
novel, as many of the details in John’s life mirror 
those in Baldwin’s life, including his impoverished 
upbringing in Harlem, his angry vitriolic father, his 
fascination with an older male church member and 
his religious conversion at age fourteen. Explain- 
ing how writing his first novel helped him come to 
terms with the troubled he faced growing up, Bald- 
win said, “Mountain was the book I had to write if 
I was ever going to write anything else.” 
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Author Biography 


James Baldwin was bom in 1924 in Harlem, 
New York City. Many of the details in the life of 
John, the main character in Go Tell It on rhe Moun- 
iain, parallel facts in Baldwin's own life. He was 
an awkward, gangly boy who suffered the abuse of 
his stepfather, a laborer and storefront preacher 
who had moved to New York from New Orleans. 
In contrast to the squalor and anger that he expen- 
enced at home, Baldwin was a resounding success 
at Public Schoo) 24 and at Frederick Douglass Ju- 
mor High School, where his teachers recognized 
his bnihance and verbal skulls. At age fourteen, he, 
tike John, expenenced a religious conversion dur- 
ing the service at hts church, the Mount Calvary of 
the Pentecostal Faith Church. 

After that, Baldwin became a preacher him- 
self, and throughout high schoo] he addressed the 
congregation at the local storefront church at least 
once each week. After high school he worked 
briefly in New Jersey, and then moved to Green- 
wich Village, the section of New York City that 
was a famous gathering place for artists. For five 
years he worked menial jobs and published short 
pieces in intellectual magazines such as The Na- 
tion, The Partisan Review, The New Leader, and 
Commentary. 

With the help of famed African-American au- 
thor Richard Wright. Baldwin received the Eugene 
F. Saxton Memona] Trust Award for financial help 
while writing his first novel. In November 1948 he 
sailed to France, and he never lived in Amenca 
again, alunough he traveled here frequently on 
speaking engagements. He felt that America was 
too socially oppressive, both because he was black 
and because be was homosexual. 

Go Tell H on the Mountain, his first novel, was 
published in 1953, and it gained immediate popu- 
lanty among American intellectuals, establishing 
Baldwin as one of the keenest observers of the 
Amencan racial situation. None of the other seven 
novels he wrote is considered to have been as suc- 
cessful, possibly because they sublimated story- 
telling to their message. From the early 1940s to 
his death in 1987, Baldwin was recognized as a 
master of the personal essay. Several of his pieces, 
compiled in such collections as Notes of a Native 
Son (1955), The Fire Next Time (1963) and The 
Price of the Ticket: Collected Nonfiction 1948- 
i985 have created a lasting effect on American $0- 
cial life, particularly in the area of race relations. 
James Baldwin died of cancer in 1987, at his home 
in the south of France. 
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Plot Summary 


Part I 

James Baldwin's Go Tell Jt on the Mountain 
chronicles the expenences of its young narrater, 
John Gnrnes, in Harlem in 1935. The novel] opens 
on the morning of John’s founeenth birthday and 
centers on the events that lead up to his spirimal 
conversion later that evening. The narrative also 
provides a history of his family, of his stepfather 
Gabriel, 2 preacher in Temple of the Fire Baptized; 
of his aunt Florence, Gabriel's sister, and of his 
mother Elizabeth. AJ] of these stones add 
poignancy and context to John’s efforts to come to 
terms with his present and his future. 


On that moming as he is lying in bed, John 
thinks about his family’s expectauions that he will 
follow in his father’s footsteps into “the holy life” 
but wooders if that is the path he wants for him- 
self. His jack of devotion to the church angers his 
father. John remembers one Sunday moming when 
Father James, another preacher in the church, warns 
Elisha and Ella Mae, two young church members, 
that “disorderly walking" together could lead to 
them “swaying from the truth.” This public wam- 
ing shames them and so they stop meeting. John 
acknowledges the same sexual] stings in himself 
and masturbates while in bed. Afterwards, feeling 
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as if he has just sinned, he decides he will not de- 
vote his life to the church. He notes that he has 
been singled out in school for his intelligence as 
early as the age of five. At that point he knew he 
had “power other people lacked,” which helped him 
withstand his father’s beatings and his lonely child- 
hood. John admits his hatred for his father. Since 
his father was “God’s minister” and he knew that 
he would have to first bow down to his father be- 
fore he could bow down to God, his heart is also 
“hardened against the Lord.” 


Later that morning his mother gives him 
money for his birthday and predicts that he will turn 
into a fine man. She tells him she knows “there’s 
a whole lot of things you don’t understand” but that 
God will help him find his way. John feels over- 
whelming love for her. After finishing his chores, 
he walks to Central Park, thinking about his op- 
tions: church, the “narrow way,” full of poverty and 
hard work; and the city, with its white world of 
riches and sin. His father has told him that all whites 
are “wicked,” that God will punish them, and that 
they will never accept him into their world because 
he is black. On 42nd street he watches a movie 
about a white “evil” woman making a “glorious” 
fall from grace. John decides that like her, he wants 
to make others suffer as he has. Yet as she faces 
damnation on her death bed, he thinks of Hell and 
struggles to find a compromise for himself. 


When John returns home, he discovers that his 
brother Roy has been stabbed while “looking for 
trouble” in a white neighborhood. John notes his 
father’s love for his brother but not for him. After 
wiping the blood off Roy’s face, Gabriel turns on 
his mother, insisting that she should have kept Roy 
out of harm’s way. When she tries to defend her- 
self, he slaps her. Roy then curses his father, who 
beats him severely with a belt. Elizabeth and Roy 
cling to each other after Aunt Florence pulls his fa- 
ther off of him. That night, as John cleans the 
church before the evening service, he wonders if 
Elisha still thinks about sinning and meditates again 
about his own confusion. Later that evening, his 
mother, father, and aunt arrive for the service. 


Part II 

In this section, Florence, Gabriel, and Eliza- 
beth take over the narrative one at a time as they 
pray. Florence starts to sing a song her mother used 
to sing. Fighting her pride, and trying to humble 
herself before God, she admits she has forgotten 
how to pray. She is filled with hatred and bitter- 
ness but also the fear of death. While struggling to 
pray, she sees a vision of her dead mother and 
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Gabriel cursing her. Florence then thinks back to 
her family and growing up in Maryland. Desperate 
to escape from home where her mother focused 
only on her brother, Florence moved to New York 
City at the age of twenty-six, leaving Gabriel to 
care for their dying mother. 


Florence remembers her husband Frank, who 
left her after ten years of marriage and later died 
in France during the war. She also remembers get- 
ting a letter from Deborah, her neighbor in Mary- 
land who eventually moved to New York and mar- 
ried Gabriel. The letter reveals Deborah’s 
suspicions that Gabriel fathered a child with an- 
other woman. Florence determines to use the letter 
some day to humiliate Gabriel. Returning to the 
present, she feels that she will not be saved and that 
everyone is laughing at her attempts. , 


Gabriel also recalls the past, beginning with his 
“redemption,” which occurred when he was a young 
man. After a night of drinking and sex, the burden 
of his sin became too great and he asked God to save 
him. He felt that this “was the beginning of his life 
as a man.” His first major test as a preacher came at 
the Twenty-four Elders Revival Meeting, where he 
delivered a rousing and well-received sermon on sin 
and redemption. Recognizing Deborah’s confidence 
in him and deciding that the two of them were among 
God’s chosen, he married her. Yet dreams warned 
him of temptation. His thoughts turn back to the pre- 
sent as he thinks about his family. Since he is not 
John’s birth parent, he wants Roy, his son by Eliz- 
abeth, to be the son God promised him would carry 
on his name in the church. 


Gabriel recalls the child he fathered with Es- 
ther while he was married to Deborah. He remem- 
bers his struggle over his desire for Esther and his 
growing hatred for Deborah and their passionless, 
barren marriage. When Gabriel discovered the 
pregnancy, he stole money from Deborah so Esther 
could have their baby elsewhere in order to spare 
both of them the shame of an illegitimate child. Af- 
ter Esther died, his son Royal returned and was 
raised without knowing his father. The narrative 
then abruptly shifts to the present and to John who, 
while attempting to pray, hears a voice telling him 
“salvation is real.” He believes that if he were 
saved, he would be his father’s equal and thus could 
love him, but he decides that he wants to continue 
to hate him and hopes his father will die. 


Gabriel takes back the narrative and returns to 
the morning Royal died. When Deborah told 
Gabriel the news, he cried. Deborah then confirmed 
her suspicions about Royal and asked Gabriel why 
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he didn’t offer Esther more support. She insisted 
that she would have helped him raise Royal. 
Gabriel’s thoughts then jump into the future when, 
after Deborah died, he married Elizabeth and 
promised to help her raise her son John. Gabriel 
saw this act as his last chance to redeem himself in 
the eyes of God. Returning to the present, he gazes 
into John’s eyes and sees Satan and the eyes of all 
who have rebuked him. Gabriel feels the urge to 
hit John, but restrains himself and orders him to 
kneel down before God. 


Elizabeth prays for John’s deliverance. When 
her thoughts return to the past, she remembers her 
three “disasters”—-when her mother died, she was 
taken away from the father she loved and was 
forced to live with her aunt. At eighteen, she met 
“wild unhappy” Richard, John’s father, a man she 
loved deeply. After he was falsely accused and ar- 
rested for robbery, Richard was savagely beaten by 
white officers. The night he was released, he slit 
his wrists. Elizabeth blamed herself for his suicide, 
speculating that the knowledge of her pregnancy 
might have saved him. A few years later, Florence 
introduced her to Gabriel who had moved to 
Harlem after Deborah died. Gabriel soon asked 
Elizabeth to marry him, promising to take care of 
her and her son. Trusting his word, she agreed. 
When the narrative returns to the present, John is 
writhing on the threshing floor. 


Part Hl 

John, filled with “anguish,” faces his sin and 
lies helpless and afraid on the floor of the church. 
During this torment, he has a vision of Hell. As he 
struggles to raise himself out of the darkness, he 
asks God to have mercy on him and to help him. 
He then becomes filled with joy. As the family 
walks home, Florence shows Gabriel Deborah’s 
letter and tells him he needs to look at his own sin, 
and then he can accept John as his son. She warns 
him that she will show others the letter unless 
Gabriel changes. John, walking next to Elisha, ac- 
knowledges him as his brother and protector. As 
they reach their home, John looks at his father who 
stares back coldly at him. The novel closes with 
John declaring, “I’m ready. I’m coming. I’m on my 
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way. 
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Elisha 
Seventeen years old and recently arrived in 
Harlem from Georgia, Elisha is the nephew of the 
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pastor of the Temple of the Fire of the Baptized. 
He has been publicly chastised in front of the con- 
gregation for “walking disorderly” with Ella Mae 
Washington, meaning that they had been walking 
without supervision and might have given in to 
temptation and had sex. 


John is infatuated with Elisha. At Sunday 
school, “John stared at Elisha all during the lesson, 
admiring the timbre of Elisha’s voice, much deeper 
and manlier than his own, admiring the leanness, 
and grace, and darkness of Elisha in his Sunday 
suit, and wondering if he would ever be holy as El- 
isha was holy.” While clearing the church to pre- 
pare for the Saturday evening tarry meeting, John 
and Elisha wrestle: He saw the veins rise on El- 
isha’s forehead and in his neck ... and John, watch- 
ing these manifestations of his power, became wild 
with delight.” 


John’s spiritual possession follows Elisha’s, 
both in style and in time, raising the question of 
whether it is a true religious experience or just an 
imitation. At the end of the novel Elisha kisses John 
on the forehead and tells him, “Run on, little 
brother. Don’t you get weary. God won’t forget 
you. You won’t forget.” 


Elizabeth 


Early in the novel, as the Grimes family goes 
about their Saturday morning chores, Elizabeth, the 
mother, appears to be an apologist for her hus- 
band’s brutality, explaining to her children that 
Gabriel works hard to provide for them. She is kind 
to John; she is the only one in the family to re- 
member his birthday, and she tries to distract the 
family with prayer when, after Gabriel has slapped 
her, Roy curses his father and tells him to leave her 
alone. It is not until much later in the novel that the 
reasons for her meekness appear. 


Like the other characters, her childhood was a 
difficult one. Her mother, a cold woman that Eliz- 
abeth did not love, died when she was young, and 
her aunt, who thought Elizabeth was snobbish, took 
custody of her so she would not be raised by her 
father, who ran a house of prostitution. Elizabeth 
was devastated, because she loved her father 
dearly. When she was eighteen she met Richard at 
the local store and fell in love with him. When he 
moved to New York, she did too, but to keep up 
her reputation she lived with a “respectable” rela- 
tive of her aunt, who was actually a spiritualist who 
conducted seances on Saturday nights. Elizabeth 
and Richard both worked in the same hotel and 
were planning to marry when he had enough money 
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saved. He killed himself, though, before Elizabeth 
couid tell him about her pregnancy. 

When the baby was born, she withdrew from 
society, and despaired that the child, John, would 
never have a father. At work, she became ac- 
quainted with Florence, and through her met 
Gabnel. Gabriel took an interest in her son, and 
when he proposed to Elizabeth he told her he would 
“love John just like my own,” a promise clearly 
broken in the favontism he shows for Roy. 


Ella Mae 

The granddaughter of Praying Mother Wash- 
ington, she was called before the congregation early 
in the novel for spending time with Elisha without 
an escort. After John has undergone his spintual 
transformation, Ella Mae is noticeably absent: “She 
had a bad coid, said Praying Mother Washington, 
and needed to have her test.” 


Florence 

In the novel, Florence has two secrets, One is 
that she is dying, and this is why, to John’s sur- 
prise, she shows a sudden interest in going to 
church. The second 15 that she knows, through a 
letter sent her thirty years earlier by Gabriel's first 
wife, that her brother had fathered a child out of 
wedlock with one of the local girls. “For she had 
always thought of this letter as an instrument in her 
hands which could be used to complete her 
brother’s destruction, When he was completely cast 
down she would prevent him from ever rising again 
by holding before him the evidence of his blood- 
guilt,” 

At the end of the novel, the day he is “com- 
pletely cast down” turns oui to be the day his step- 
son John enters the religious community. The let- 
ter is from Deborah, a friend from a neighboring 
farm when they were growing up. As children, Flo- 
rence and Deborah each had experiences that made 
them angry and frustrated. Deborah was gang- 
raped by white men and shunned by the black com- 
munity because of it, and Florence lost her chance 
to go to school, have new clothes or even eat a 
hearty meal when her mother gave alli privileges to 
Gaoniel because he was a boy. Florence left home 
at age twenty-six and Deborah later married 
Gabriel. 

Fiorence moved to Harlem where she met 
Frank, who was a kind, good-natured man but was 
foolish with money. Florence dreamed of owning 
a home, but Frank wasted his paychecks on ugly 
presents for her and on dnnvking with his friends. 
When she last saw tum, they were in the middie 
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« James Baldwin, Author, a videocassette from the 
Black Americans of Achievement collection, 
available from Schlessinger Video, 1994, 


• James Baldwin: The Price of the Ticket, a video- 
cassette, available from California Newsreel, 
1990. 


¢ My Childhood: Hubert Humphrey and James 
Baidwin. Videocassette of a 1964 motion pic- 
ture from Benchmark Films, 1989. 


« The View From Here: A National Press Club 
Address by James Baldwin. Audio cassette 
available from Spoken Arts, 1988. 
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¢ James Baldwin: An interview with Kay Bonetti 
is an audio cassette avallable from Amencan 
Audio Prose Library, 1984. 


* James Baldwin, an audio cassette from Tapes 
for Readers, 1979. 


¢ The Struggle, by James Baldwin. This is a record 
album from Buddha Records, #BDS2004, 1960. 


of an argument and he said, “AJ! right, baby. І 
guess you don’t never want to see me no more, not 
a miserabie, black sinner like me.” He walked out 
of the door and never came back. Years later, the 
woman he had lived with most recently informed 
Florence that he had died in France dunng Worid 
War І. 


Frank 

Florence's husband Frank was a good-natured 
but weak man, always spending money foolishly 
instead of saving it, inviting his dninken friends 
over and constantly apologizing to Florence. One 
day, during an argument, he walked out, and though 
she expected him to retum that night, or the next 
morning, he never came back. She found out that 
he had died in France during the war from the 
woman that he had lived with for 4 few years af- 
ter he had left her. 





Absinnian Baptist Church, New York City, May HH, 1959. 


Gabriel 

John's father ts a deacon at the local church іл 
Hariem, and he had a successful career a5 a 
preacher when be was young, but he started life as 
4 troubled boy who broke church laws by dnnaking, 
gambling and having sex with women. Gabriel's 
mother was harsh witb him, tying to correct his 
behavior wjth spanking and forcing religion on 
him; “And, afler the beating, with his pants stil] 
down around his knees and bis face wet with tears 
and mucus, Gabel was made to kneel down while 
his mother prayed.” 

His behavior did not change. though, until he 
was twenty-one, when his sister Florence left home 
and Gabriel was lefi to care for bis aging, sick 
mother by himself. Faced with the silent watchful- 
ness of his once-flery mother, he begged God with 
prayers that he would be able to Jeave his evil ways 
and follow a religious life. One day, as he was to 
repeatedly tell tbe story, his prayers were answered: 
“I opened my mouth to the Lord that day and Hell 
won't make me change my miod.” 

Soon after this he began preaching, and made 
such a name for himself that he was invited to be 
one of twenty-four preachers on the bill for a “mon- 
ster revival meeting.” Disgusted with the crude re- 
marks the older preachers made about a neighbor 
gurl, Deborah, who had been gang-raped by whites 
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when she was young, Gabriel soon married her, con- 
firming his religious sincerity to himself. But it was 
an unhappy marriage, aod when one of the other 
employees where he worked showed an interest he 
ended up sleeping with her, The affair with Esther 
lasted nine days. Gabnel was cold io her in break- 
ing it off and even colder in refusing to help when 
she told hun she was pregnant. “She put out her 
hands to reach hum, but he moved away'"—with that 
gesture of rejecuon and denial his life became a web 
of deceit that mined his early promise as a preacher. 

Esther died in childbirth, naming the infant 
Royal to spite Gabriel, who had wanted a son 
named Royal “because the line of the faithful is a 
Royal line.” The boy was raised by his grandpar- 
ents and died in a knife fight in Chicago, never 
knowing that he was Gabriel’s son. After Deborah 
died, Gabnel moved to Harlem, and at the time of 
the novel he is mamed to Elizabeth and raising 
John, who she had before she met him, Roy. the 
new Royal, who should be the start of his Royal 
line but who drinks and fights as Gabriel did as a 
young man; and two girls, Sarah and Ruth. 


Deborah Grimes 

Deborah grew up as a neighbor to Gabriel and 
Florence. When they were young, a gang of white 
men raped Deborah. and when her father went tọ 
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threaten them for what they had done, they beat 
him and left him for dead. Deborah and Florence 
were friends growing up, and when Florence left 
to live in the North, Deborah became close to 
Rachel, Florence’s mother. Eventually Gabriel 
married Deborah, but they had a cold marriage: she 
did not talk with him, possibly because she was in 
awe of his religious authority, and he was secretive 
about his feelings. When Gabriel cried upon hear- 
ing that his son Royal had been killed, Deborah 
told him that she had known about this son all 
along, and would have been willing to raise it as 
her own if he had asked her to. 


John Grimes 

One of the first things to cross John’s mind 
when he wakes up at the novel’s beginning is “that 
it was his fourteenth birthday and that he has 
sinned.” The particular sin he refers to appears to 
be a combination of homosexuality and masturba- 
tion, as he had “sinned with his hands” while in the 
bathroom at school, “thinking of the boys, older, 
bigger, braver, who made bets with each other as 
to whose urine could arch higher.” It soon becomes 
apparent, though, that John is likely to feel like a 
sinner no matter what he does—his stepfather, a 
Deacon of the Temple of the Fire Baptized, has 
physically and verbally abused John all his life, 
showing favor to John’s younger brother Roy. 


Gabriel Grimes married John’s mother when 
John was young, and he does not know that he and 
Roy are of different fathers. As a result of the abuse 
he suffers, John harbors a hatred of shocking in- 
tensity toward his stepfather: “He lived for the day 
his father would be dying and he, John, would curse 
him on his deathbed.” In balance to Gabriel’s de- 
struction of his self-esteem is John’s secret satis- 
faction that he has been chosen for something bet- 
ter in life. He is a shy, awkward boy, but “he 
apprehended totally, without belief or understand- 
ing, that he had within himself a power that other 
people lacked; that he could use this to save him- 
self; and that, perhaps, with this power he might 
one day win the love which he longed for.” 


When it appears to him that his family has for- 
gotten his birthday, John bitterly tells himself that 
it is all right, that they have done it before and he 
deserves no better, but his mother gives him money 
to buy a present and he is grateful to her. He goes 
to a movie in Times Square and finds himself sym- 
pathizing with the villainess, a “violent and un- 
happy woman,” because “nothing tamed or broke 
her, nothing touched her, neither kindness, nor 
scorn, nor hatred, nor love.” 
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The one person in the book that John respects 
and admires is Elisha, a boy at the church who is 
just a little older than him. They joke around in a 
tender, sparring way while setting up for the Sat- 
urday evening service, then they wrestle. In the 
novel’s climax in Part Three John’s spirituality is 
confirmed to the church members when he falls to 
the “threshing-floor” in a fit of religious ecstasy, 
flailing about and talking in unknown languages. 
The elders of the church (Sister McCandless, Sis- 
ter Price and Praying Mother Washington) are de- 
lighted that he has “got religion,” and Elisha takes 
responsibility for him as a “little brother.” 


His stepfather is hesitant to believe in John’s 
spiritual conversion and points out that “it ain’t all 
іп the singing and the shouting—the way of holi- 
ness is a hard way,” reflecting his own inability to 
lead a good life. John himself seems skeptical that 
what happened to him was a meaningful, lasting 
religious conversion, but he is glad for the way that 
it gains him social status and binds him to Elisha. 


Rachel Grimes 


Gabriel and Florence’s mother, who had been 
a slave before the Civil War. 


Roy Grimes 

John’s younger half-brother, Roy is actually 
the second son named Royal to be fathered by 
Gabriel—the first died in a knife fight before 
Gabriel moved to New York and married Elizabeth. 
As his only son, Gabriel favors Roy, even though 
Gabriel thinks of himself as a man of God and Roy 
is wild, skipping Sunday school and arguing with 
his mother and hanging out in the streets with a 
gang. 

On the Saturday in 1935 that this novel takes 
place, Roy comes home with a knife cut across his 
face, having been in a fight. His father is unable to 
accept Roy’s wild ways, so he turns the situation 
on meek, churchgoing John, telling him that he 
should learn a lesson from this. When Elizabeth re- 
minds Gabriel of the fate of the first Royal by 
telling him to discipline Roy “before somebody 
puts another knife in him and puts him in his 
grave,” Gabriel slaps her. Roy shouts with incred- 
ible daring at the abusive man: “You slap her again, 
you black bastard, and I swear to God I’ Il kill you.” 


Sister McCandless 

One of the women who attends tarry services 
on Saturday night at the Temple of the Fire Bap- 
tized. 
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Esther McDonald 


Gabriel had given up sinning and married Deb- 
orah when he met Esther, and before long he was 
having an affair with her. The affair only lasted for 
nine days before he ended it, but Esther came to 
him weeks later and told him she was pregnant. 
When Gabriel refused to leave Deborah and marry 
her, Esther decided not to blackmail him with pub- 
lic disclosure of her pregnancy. Showing a religious 
fervor that he could never get her to feel with his 
preaching, she said, “I shamed before my God—to 
make somebody make me cheap, like you done.” 
She moved North with money Gabriel gave her and 
died while giving birth to Royal. 


Royal McDonald 


Gabriel’s first son, Royal was raised by his 
grandparents in the town that Gabriel lived in, but 
he never found out who his father was. Deborah 
befriended Royal’s parents and gave Gabriel peri- 
odic updates on the boy’s life. The last time 
Gabriel saw Royal, there had been a racial inci- 
dent in town, and white men were looking for any 
black man they could abuse. Gabriel thought of re- 
vealing his identity, but the fear of being caught 
in the street talking made him mutter a weak warn- 
ing to Royal and hurry away. Two years later word 
came that Royal had been killed in a knife fight in 
Chicago. 


Sister Price 


One of the women who attends tarry services 
on Saturday night at the Temple of the Fire Bap- 
tized. 


Richard 


Richard was John’s father, Elizabeth’s true 
love. She had moved to New York to be with him, 
and they planned to be married, but one night af- 
ter dropping her at her doorstep, while waiting on 
the subway platform, Richard was arrested. Three 
black robbers, escaping the police, had run past 
him, and the police had assumed he was with 
them and arrested him, held him in jail and tor- 
tured him to confess. He was released for lack of 
evidence, but the night of his release he slit his 
wrists, having never found out that Elizabeth was 
pregnant. 


Praying Mother Washington 

One of the women who attends tarry services 
on Saturday night at the Temple of the Fire Bap- 
tized. 
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Madame Williams 

Elizabeth’s aunt that she lived with when she 
moved to Harlem. Madame Williams is a spiritu- 
alist, conducting seances in her apartment on Sat- 
urday nights. 


Themes 


Identity (Search For Self) 

Go Tell It on the Mountain is primarily about 
John Grimes’ quest to find out who he really is, to 
distinguish the values of those around him from the 
ones that he holds. It is no coincidence that the 
novel takes place on his birthday, which is the day 
representing a step forward into maturity, or that it 
is his fourteenth, marking the boundary between 
childhood and young adulthood because it implies 
the start of puberty. The point of growing up is dis- 
covering one’s own identity. 

John comes from a family that is involved in 
his life, but, because of his father’s thoughtlessness 
and bullying tendencies, he cannot accept that his 
role in this family is who he really is. Even with- 
out knowing that Gabriel Grimes is not his real fa- 
ther, John holds him at a distance. This could be 
explained as a result of Gabriel’s harshness, while 
Roy’s wild ways, which reflect the childhood 
Gabriel had, might be the result of his father’s nar- 
cissistic pampering. 

The identity that John prefers is that of “Great 
Leader of his People,” a fantasy clearly derived 
from his education in the Bible. With hope, he sees 
glimmers of this identity being possible in the 
praise he receives at school, but unfortunately his 
family’s values are deeply ingrained and he views 
himself as a sinner. Looking at his features in a 
mirror, John does not know what to think of him- 
self, “for the principle of their unity was indis- 
cernible, and he could not tell what he most per- 
sistently desired to know: whether his face was ugly 
or not.” 


To settle the question of his identity, John goes 
beyond the features of his own personality and at- 
taches his interests to someone outside of the fam- 
ily, Elisha. The loud, showy religious experience 
he has in the end is satisfying to his identity in sev- 
eral ways: it allows him to be like Elisha by hav- 
ing a seizure similar to his; it makes the strongly 
religious side of his family pleased by “converting” 
Jobn into their religious life; and it satisfies his 
youthful ego by being loud and exotic and draw- 
ing everyone’s attention to him. 
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Duty and Responsibility 

ш the middle of the nove! comes a moment 
where Gabnel refuses to face his duty squarely, and 
the results of his action reverberate across time and 
end up affecting all of the members of the Grimes 
family. In this pivotal episode, Gabriel convinces 
himself that his responsibility to Deborah and to 
the people who value his preaching would be be- 
trayed if he admitted to getting Esther pregnant. So 
he backs away from her, avoiding the touch of her 
hand, as if pretending that he is not responsible for 
the child could change his moral obligation. 

As a result of his action, Esther left town to 
give birth, which probably causes the strain that 
made her die during labor. If his father had raised 
him, Royal would not have been spoiled the way 
bis grandparents spoiled him, and his life would not 
have headed “towards the disaster that had been 
waiting for him from the moment he had been con- 
ceived,” Florence might have been able to give up 
on the sibling rivalry of her childhood and con- 
centrate on preserving her marriage if she had not 
received the fetter that told her Gabriel had been 
unfaithful to her friend Deborah. If he had shared 
Royal’s life, Gabnel would not have fooled him- 
self and Elizabeth into thinking that he was will- 
ing to accept the duty of raising her child John, and 
they would therefore never have been married. 

The novel certainly does not present responsi- 
bility as a pleasant thing, as seen in the way that 
John, feeling responsible for his family, feels Hke 
a sinner, while his brother Roy, who causes the 
family nothing but pnef, sails along merrily with a 
clear conscience. In this book, where consequences 
camy on from one generation to the next, respon- 
sibility is treated serious}y. 


God and Religion 

Although this book's main setting ts a store- 
front church, and the strongest character, Gabriel, 
was once a successful preacher, and the main char- 
acter, John, has a religious experience that helps 
him calm his greatest worries, it would be inaccu- 
rate to call this 2 book about religion. The truly de- 
vout characters, Elizabeth and Elisha, keep their re- 
ligious feelings to themseives and only discuss 
them when asked. To Gabriel and John, religion is 
a matter of posturing, of behaving in certain ac- 
cepted ways for the benefit of those watching. 
Gabriel’s abuse of his family members indicates 
that he is aware of a difference between public and 
private life. He seems to have no more faith ip 
God's omnipotent power than Richard, who тоја 
Elizabeth, wnen she mentioned the love of Jesus: 
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Further 
Study ` 


¢ The adult characters in this book have moved to 
New York from the South, a move that was com- 
mon among blacks in the early decades of the 
twentieth century. Choose a major northern in- 
dustrial town, such as Chicago, Detroit, Pitts- 
burgh, or New York, and research the migration 
patterns of blacks to that city. Explain such de- 
tails as how many people came from what states 
and how their arrival affected the city’s poiiti- 
cal structure. 


¢ Storefront evangelical churches ike the Temple 
of the Fire Baptized portrayed are a staple of 
Amencan religion. Find out about one and re- 
port on its history, its structure, its membership, 
etc. [f you live in a place that does not have any 
small churches like this one, do your report on 
a television ministry or one that is conducted 
over the internet. 


e While spiritual hymns represent an important 
part of church iife in this novel, the greatest mu- 
sical influence seems to be when John, as an in- 
fant, is transfixed by the blues music that is play- 
ing in the hall of Florence’s building. Explain 
е historical relationship between gospei music 
and blues, showing the evolution of each, 


“You can tell that puking bastard to kiss my big 
biack ass.” Richard was at least sincere in his dis- 
dain for God, while Gabriel as a result of his dif- 
ficult childhood, has learned to say things that peo- 
ple want to hear, just like the Twenty-Four Elders 
he joined, who he thought of as “circus perform- 
ers, each with his own special dazzling gift.” 


Race 

The fact that the characters in this book are 
black is undemably sigmificant, but, because they 
seldom interact with white characters, this cannot 
be considered a book that pretends to deal with race 
relations. The presence of racism and bigotry is felt 
throughout the story: in the rape of Deborah and 
the subsequent beateg of her father; in Gabriel’s 
nervousness about talking to Royal in the street; in 
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John’s belief in his own special gift because a white 
teacher showed interest in him; in the treatment of 
Elizabeth and Richard by white policemen. Func- 
tionally, race is used here as a tool to highlight char- 
acteristics that are already present: the meek seem 
meeker and the bold seem bolder when they let 
their personalities show in front of white people. 
There are very few positive white characters shown 
here, but Baldwin is not trying to portray reality, 
he is trying to show how things look from within 
this closed community. Blacks and whites seldom 
have any reason to interact here unless there is 
trouble. 


Style 
Setting 


The setting of this novel—the impoverished 
part of New York known as Harlem, and more 
specifically the storefront church within the Harlem 
community—was undoubtedly a key reason for the 
book’s popularity upon its first publication, giving 
intellectuals an inside look at a world not many of 
them had known. This setting may be the reason 
some people read Go Tell It on the Mountain to- 
day, even with the inner city well documented by 
television cameras. The important thing about this 
setting, though, is that it is integral to the person- 
ality of the characters, affecting them and being 
formed by who they are. 


The adult members of the Grimes family, for 
instance, all came to New York for different rea- 
sons. Florence came first, thirty years earlier, re- 
belling against the limitations put on her as a 
woman; Gabriel to escape the deaths of his illegit- 
imate son and his barren wife; and Elizabeth came 
with hope and love for Richard. The fact that three 
such diverse characters end up in the same small 
section of town says much about how narrowed op- 
portunities for African-Americans were. Similarly, 
the fact that they all attend the Temple of the Fire 
Baptized despite their different reasons (Florence 
in despair, Gabriel to control and Elizabeth with 
true religious devotion) helps define the narrow- 
ness of the options each character has. 


John is a true son of New York. He goes to 
Central Park to feel triumphant while looking out 
over the powerful metropolis and goes to a seedy 
theater in Times Square to experience the lower 
side of life. But he can also connect with his coun- 
try roots at the local church, which is itself urban 
enough to have a busy hospital across the street. 


Mountain 


Flashback 


The novel starts on a specific Saturday morn- 
ing in 1935, but it intermingles stories from the 
family that go back in time to 1876, and it refers 
to times even earlier—back to the time of John’s 
grandmother Rachel on the plantation before the 
end of the Civil War in 1865. Technically, a flash- 
back occurs within the mind of the person that it 
happens to, and it happens “in scene”—that is, the 
narrative travels to the specific place and time of 
the flashback and does not just summarize what 
happened then. The scene where Rachel learned 
that the slaves were free is not a flashback because 
it is presented in Florence’s memory as something 
her mother told her; Richard’s death is not rendered 
in flashback because the action is not described as 
it occurred, only the evidence that his landlady 
found the next day that he had slit his wrists. The 
sermon that Gabriel gave at the Twenty-Four El- 
ders Revival Meeting is rendered as a flashback, 
presented in his memory with actual details. The 
“Prayers of the Saints” section of this book is told 
mostly in flashback, but returns periodically to the 
real setting of the story, John’s fourteenth birthday. 


Stream of Consciousness 


Much of the final chapter of the book, “The 
Threshing-Floor,” applies a form of the stream-of- 
consciousness technique. Thoughts are presented 
as they pass through John’s mind without reason 
or order, imitating the ecstatic experience that he 
is having on the floor of the church. John’s thoughts 
are not recorded directly, but are filtered through 
the third-person narrator, who interprets what John 
is thinking—it is, for instance, unlikely that John 
would use the words “malicious” and “ironic” to 
describe the voice inside of his head. 


Historical Context 





The Rise of Harlem 


The Harlem area of New York City, where the 
Grimes family resides, is internationally famous as 
a predominantly African-American neighborhood 
with a rich cultural history spanning back to the be- 
ginning of the twentieth century. The first great 
wave of blacks started migrating to New York in 
the 1890s. Like Gabriel and Florence, this was the 
generation that had been born after slavery ended 
in 1865, the children of freed slaves in the South— 
a generation with a greater sense of freedom than 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ 1935: America was, like most of the world, in 
the midst of a long economic depression, which 
began with the collapse of the stock market on 
October 29, 1929 and lingered into the early 
1940s. 


1953: The United States economy finally ab- 
sorbed the returning veterans from World War 
II, reaching the lowest unemployment rate since 
the war ended in 1945. 


Today: The stock market reaches new highs 
every month, which keeps production high and 
unemployment low. 


• 1935: Adolph Hitler, having become the chan- 
cellor of Germany two years earlier, began ex- 
ercising the dictatorial control that would even- 
tually lead to the extermination of millions of 
Jews as part of his government’s “Final Solu- 
tion.” 


1953: Josef Stalin died. He had ruled the Soviet 
Union since 1928, and there are unconfirmed es- 
timates that his government killed as many mil- 
lions of citizens as were killed during the Nazi 
Holocaust. 


Today: Mass murders by governments against 
various ethnic groups continues, including 
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250,000 killed in Bosnia in 1995 and 150,000 
Tutsi civilians killed in Rwanda. 


• 1935: Crime syndicates that established their 
power during Prohibition (1920 to 1933) con- 
tinued to do battle with the government, mak- 
ing legends out of criminals such as Al Capone, 
John Dillinger and Dutch Schultz. 


1953: America was in the middle of the Cold 
War, with citizens suspected of belonging to the 
Communist party or associating with anyone 
who did could be blacklisted and lose their jobs. 


Today: With the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1991, the country no longer fears Communist 
influences; although alcohol is legal, the gov- 
ernment wages a continuing “war on drugs.” 


e 1935: The Social Security Act was passed in or- 
der to offer government aid to senior citizens. 


1953: During the post-war prosperity, the coun- 
try experienced a huge swell in the birth rate, 
creating the “Baby Boom” generation of those 
born between 1947 and 1961. 


Today: Government economists predict that un- 
less the system is restructured the Social Secu- 
rity system will be driven to bankruptcy when 
the baby boomers start retiring in the year 2012. 


black Americans were still not accorded equal so- 
cial status. In the North, they were not held back 
by specific laws so much as by covert actions that 
were not talked about in public. In the South there 
were laws passed that prevented black citizens from 
advancing. Blacks were kept from gaining politi- 
cal power by voter registration laws, which put re- 
strictions on voters that favored whites. Some 
places required land ownership in order to vote, 
even though blacks had never been able to earn 
high enough wages to buy property; another 
favored trick was the I.Q. requirement, which 
allowed election judges to ask increasingly diffi- 
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cult questions of blacks until they failed to answer 
one, at which point they were rejected as voters. 

In 1896 the Supreme Court approved the le- 
gality of segregation in America as long as both 
races were offered facilities that were “separate but 
equal.” This led to a two-tiered society that sel- 
dom practiced equality. Throughout the South, 
blacks ate at different restaurants, slept at differ- 
ent motels, drank from different water fountains, 
rode on different train cars, etc. Although the ac- 
commodations for blacks were usually shabby, 
people of any race could be arrested for crossing 
the color line. 
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In the mid-1950s, due in part to writings by au- 
thors like Baldwin, blacks and whites both became 
less tolerant of discrimination. The Supreme Court 
of 1954 ruled that the idea of “separate but equal” 
was impossible, that one side would always be left 
with substandard facilities, and so they ordered that 
public schools had to be open to people of all races. 
In 1955, one of the modern heroes of race relations, 
Rosa Parks, was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, 
when she refused to give up her seat on a bus to a 
white man—the resulting year-long boycott of the 
bus system, which made officials realize that they 
needed their black passengers as well as the white 
ones, brought international attention to the boycott’s 
leader, Dr. Martin Luther King. 


In 1957, Orval Faubus, Governor of Arkansas, 
stood with protesters in front of a high school in 
Little Rock and refused to let nine black students 
enter; the President sent National Guard troops to 
protect the students, showing that the federal gov- 
ernment would protect equality even if they had to 
act against the state government. 


Critical Overview 





Critical praise for the success of Go Tell It on 
the Mountain has not faded since 1953, when the 
book was first published. One of the earliest re- 
views, by J. Saunders Redding in The New York 
Herald Tribune Book Review told potential readers 
that the book was more than just entertaining, and 
that “even the most insensitive of readers will put 
the book down with a troubled feeling of having 
‘looked on beauty bare.’” 


While even the most insensitive of critics has 
recognized Baldwin’s great achievement of having 
vividly recreated the life and times of a young 
African-American boy in Harlem, the problem fac- 
ing critics has been in analyzing the book’s signif- 
icance. Early examinations, in keeping with the 
prevalence of racial segregation in the early 1950s, 
showed a fascination with the depiction of Harlem, 
and therefore early reviewers tended to group it 
with other novels by blacks at the time. An exam- 
ple is the review written by Granville Hicks in 1953 
іп the New Leader that mentioned that “(t]he other 
talented Negro artists, Ralph Ellison and Richard 
Wright, have recently written about Negroes with- 
out writing novels of protest.” Hicks’ review main- 
tained that Baldwin’s book was not primarily about 
race, but yet he categorized Baldwin with Wright 
and Ellison, viewing him as a black writer at the 
same time he tried to play down race. 
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The technique of bringing race up while deny- 
ing that race is an issue provided the lead for 
Richard K. Barksdale’s 1953 essay “Temple of the 
Fire Baptized,” which began, “James Baldwin has 
written a very fine first novel. It is a story by a Ne- 
gro, about Negroes, set in a predominantly Negro 
environment; and yet it is not essentially a ‘Negro’ 
novel.” By 1958, the country had come face-to-face 
with the fact that segregation caused an unjust so- 
ciety: the Supreme Court had found segregation of 
public schools unconstitutional; Dr. King had led 
the boycott of the Montgomery bus system; and the 
President had sent federal troops to Arkansas to 
overrule state troops who were trying to obstruct 
integration. Critics stopped being concerned about 
which novels by black authors could rightly be con- 
sidered “novels of protest” because protest was out 
in the open and no longer hidden in the pages of 
literature. 


Robert Bone’s 1958 essay “James Baldwin,” 
revised when it was included in his 1965 book The 
Negro Novel In America, unquestionably found 
race to be the most significant factor in Go Tell It 
on the Mountain: “The overwhelming fact of Bald- 
win’s childhood was his victimization by the white 
power structure,” he wrote, reflecting the times, us- 
ing a phrase (“white power structure”) that would 
not have been available to the novel’s first re- 
viewers. 


As the 1960s progressed, race relations became 
even more of a topic for front pages, and, conse- 
quently, less fertile territory for reviewers. Analy- 
ses of Go Tell It on the Mountain tended to look at 
its less obvious themes, such as the Freudian rela- 
tionship between John and Gabriel and the homo- 
erotic one between John and Elisha, or the subcul- 
ture of the evangelical church in Harlem. Edward 
Margolies traced the objective distance gained by 
the passage of fifteen years since the novel’s pub- 
lication: “This is in a sense Baldwin’s most ambi- 
tious book, in that he endeavors here not only to 
interconnect the lives and psychology of all the 
characters but also to relate the Southern Negro ex- 
perience and the consequent of urban slum living.” 


In the 1970s Shirley S. Allen dismisses the ear- 
lier critics who had overemphasized the cultural 
significance of the novel: it deserved, she said, “a 
higher place in critical esteem than it generally has 
been accorded. Although critics have recognized its 
widespread appeal, often asserting that it is Bald- 
win’s best work, and although teachers of literature 
have incorporated it into the standard literature, 
they assume that the work is primarily important 
as an interpretation of ‘the black experience,’ com- 
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paring it with Invisible Man, Native Son and Bald- 
win’s own essays.” Those essays, written mostly in 
the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, may be what eventu- 
ally drew readers away from looking at it as a novel 
about race, because the author showed so much 
awareness of race in his nonfiction writing, leav- 
ing literary critics to examine instead areas like psy- 
chology and religion, where they might hope to turn 
up new ideas. 


Criticism 


Wendy Perkins 


Perkins is an Assistant Professor of English at 
Prince George’s Community College in Maryland 
and has written numerous critical articles for es- 
say collections, journals, and educational publish- 
ers. In the following essay she explores how the va- 
riety of narrative voices in Go Tell It on the 
Mountain illustrate how psychological and social 
forces can impede the search for self. 


In his first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain, 
James Baldwin divides his narrative into three dis- 
tinct parts. The first section, “The Seventh Day,” 
sets the novel’s central action, what Shirley S. 
Allen, in “Religious Symbolism and Psychic Real- 
ity in Baldwin’s ‘Go Tell It on the Mountain,’” 
calls John’s “initiation into manhood.” John com- 
pletes that initiation and discovers a sense of self 
in the closing section, “The Threshing Floor.” 


Between these two sections comes “The 
Prayers of the Saints,” which is broken into three 
narratives that focus on the history of John’s fam- 
ily: his stepfather Gabriel, his mother Elizabeth, 
and his Aunt Florence. Marcus Klein in “James 
Baldwin: A Question of Identity,” argues that the 
different narrative voices in this section produce 
“a technical fault” in the novel since “John 
doesn’t really know the lives of his aunt, his step- 
father, and his mother. Only the reader does.” Yet 
Baldwin’s juxtaposition of these family stories 
with John’s own contextualizes his struggles to 
find his identity. The histories of his stepfather, 
his aunt, and his mother illuminate the same 
choices and obstacles John faces on his journey 
to selfhood. 


The first section of the novel reveals John’s 
confusion over his future. “The Seventh Day” 
opens with John lying in bed on the morning of his 
fourteenth birthday, considering his family’s ex- 
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pectations that he will become a preacher like his 
father. He acknowledges, though, his lack of de- 
votion to the church and his inability to feel the 
“joy” others feel in service to God. 


The primary impediment to John’s acceptance 
of “the holy life” lies in his destructive relationship 
with his father. Gabriel has severely beaten John 
throughout his childhood and has never been able 
to accept him as his own son. John, unaware that 
Gabriel is not his biological father, cannot under- 
stand his father’s coldness and brutality. When he 
sees his father’s tender concern over Roy’s injuries, 
John is forced to admit that his father loves his 
brother but not him. 


At this point, John voices his hatred for his fa- 
ther, admitting that “he lived for the day when his 
father would be dying and he ... would curse him 
on his deathbed.” This hatred prompts his decision 
not to follow in his father’s path. Since his father 
was “God’s minister” and he knew that he would 
have to first bow down to his father before he could 
bow down to God, his heart also becomes “hard- 
ened against the Lord.” 


John’s second option is to devote himself to 
the world of the city, where, as some have insisted, 
he “might become a Great Leader of His People.” 
John admits little interest in leading his people, but 
life outside of the church tempts him, offering a 
world “where he would eat good food, and wear 
fine clothes, and go to the movies as often as he 
wished.” Many have recognized his superior intel- 
ligence, which gives him a sense of “power that 
other people lacked,” a power that might some day 
enable him to become successful in the world out- 
side the church and to gain the love and recogni- 
tion that he longs for. 


John often escapes the bleakness of his neigh- 
borhood and walks downtown where he observes 
fine shops and beautiful women. Here he decides 
that devoting one’s life to the church is the “nar- 
row way,” full of poverty and hard work. Yet, his 
father has told him that he will never be accepted 
into the city world because of the color of his skin. 
The issue of racism adds to John’s suffering and 
thus becomes another impetus for his struggle to 
find salvation. 


His father has also taught him that this life is 
filled with sin, which John sees illustrated during 
that afternoon in a movie about a white “evil” 
woman making a “glorious” fall from grace. While 
John admires her independence, as she faces 
damnation on her deathbed, his fear of a similar 
end resurfaces. Just that morning, after masturbat- 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


• Nobel Prize-winning author Toni Morrison’s 
1992 nove] Jazz takes place in Harlem in the 
1920s and gives a stylized sense of how the com- 
munity felt and operated. 


* James Baldwin is even more respected as one 
of the great essayists of his time than for his fic- 
tion, The comprehensive collection The Price of 
the Ticket: Collected Nonfiction, 1948-1985, of- 
fers the best of Baldwin’s works in one huge 
volume. 


* In December 197], Baldwin appeared on the 
television show “Soul” with young rising poet 
Nikki Giovanni, known then for her militant 
stand on racial issues. The transcript of their 
conversation about the state of race relations in 
America was published as a book in 1973 titled 
A Dialog. A similarly interesting conversation, 
also transcribed to book form in 1971, is A Rap 
On Race, which renders the exchange between 
Baldwin and white anthropologist Margaret 
Mead. 


* In 1989, after James Baldwin’s death, Simon & 
Schuster published a collection of essays, po- 
ems, and memoirs about him from writers whose 
life he bad touched. The collection, James Bald- 
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win; The Legacy, contains short works by such 
well-known authors as Toni Morison, Amin 
Baraka, Willam Styron, Chinua Achebe, Mary 
McCarthy and more, collectively giving a pic- 
ture of Baldwin's gentle intelligence. 


¢ Giovanni's Room, Baldwin's second novel, pub- 
lished in 1956, is generally not considered a 
masterpiece in the same realm as Go Teil It on 
the Mountain, but i is highly regarded nonethe- 
less. It is the story of David, an American stu- 
dent in France, and the tornd relationship that 
develops between him and a local barkeep, Gio- 
vanni. Many of the same social themes from the 
first novei are explored here, without the back- 
drop of American social mores, 


. Ofthe dozens of biographies wnten about Bald- 
win, two stand out: James Baldwin: Artist on 
Fire, by W.J. Weatherby, published in 1989, and 
Talking At the Gates: A Life of James Baldwin, 
by James Campbell (1991). Campbell's book 1s 
more sympathetic to Baldwin, since the author 
was an acquaintance of Baldwin's, while Weath- 
erby is more academic. Both books, published 
soon after Baldwin's death, are heavily sup- 
ported with interviews from peopie who knew 
him well. 


ing in his bed, Joho had feit “the darkness of his 
sin” and a “wickedness” in his heart. The conflict- 
ing urges to gain salvation, to flee his father’s con- 
trol and brutality, and to enjoy success and com- 
forts in the outside world produce confusion and 
prevent a clear vision of his future. 


In the second section, members of John’s fam- 
ily attempt to pray for comfort, salvation and a 
sense of communal identity as they, like John, as- 
sess their past and present conflicts and look to their 
future. All four suffer the same obstacles of racism, 
poverty, and failed relationships that have impeded 
their search for selfhood. John's own tortured strug- 
gle interrupts each narrative, forcing the reader to 
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retum the focus to him and to recognize the simi- 
larities among the histories. 


Florence's prayer begins the novel's second 
section and traces her battle against the same im- 
pediments that John faces. She, like Jobn, tries to 
fight ber pride and humbte herself before God but 
fails. As she recalls her past, she reveals how 
Gabriel had dominated her life but in a different 
sense than he does John’s. When Florence was a 
child, her mother put al] her energies into raising 
and providing for Gabriel while Florence's needs 
were ignored. She also remembers incidents that il- 
lustrated the racism that Gabriel warns will prevent 
John from enjoying a life outside of the church. She 
recounts the devastating effects the rape had on 
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Deborah and suggests that differences in their skin 
tone helped break up her marriage to Frank. 


As a result of her family problems and expe- 
riences with racism, she, like John, is filled with 
hatred and bitterness but also the fear of death. Flo- 
rence’s prayer complicates John’s quest, though, 
when she asks God why she “who had only sought 
to walk upright” was going to die “alone and in 
poverty, in a dirty, furnished room.” The fact of her 
unrelieved suffering suggests John’s religion might 
not save nor grant him a clear sense of self. 


In his prayer, Gabriel provides another exam- 
ple of one who has been unable to find peace 
through devotion to the church. His faith fails to 
help him assuage his feelings of guilt over his af- 
fair with Esther and the birth of his illegitimate 
child, Royal. He notes that even after his conver- 
sion, he is plagued by dreams of temptation that 
produce frustration and doubt over his religious 
commitment. The insecurities that result from the 
racism he has experienced and his own capacity for 
sin prompt his abusive behavior toward his family 
and his especially harsh treatment of John. By re- 
fusing to acknowledge the illegitimate John as his 
son, Gabriel, in effect, refuses to acknowledge his 
own illegitimate son, Royal, and to confront the 
guilt associated with his birth. 


Elizabeth’s prayer begins with a focus on John. 
As she sits in the church, she weeps for John’s de- 
liverance, “that he might be carried, past wrath un- 
speakable, into a state of grace.” She then recounts 
a life filled with pain and loss. Like John, she has 
suffered from the absence of love, first when she 
is separated from her father and then when the in- 
justice of the “white world” takes Richard from her. 
Her dream of providing a happy home for John 
crumbles under Gabriel’s stern hand. 


She has, however, been able to renew and find 
comfort in her faith, believing that “only God could 
establish order in this chaos; to Him the soul must 
turn to be delivered.” Her belief in God’s grace and 
in John’s abilities and her love for him provides 
comfort for John. She tells him she knows “there’s 
a whole lot of things you don’t understand,” but 
that God will help him find his way, and she pre- 
dicts that he will turn into a “fine man.” 


Elizabeth’s prayer is brought to an abrupt close 
when she hears John’s cries as he writhes on the 
threshing floor. John’s anguish over his relation- 
ship with his father and his inability to find a sense 
of selfhood combine with his fear of damnation and 
produce visions of torment. At this point, John 
reaches out to God, determining that a devotion to 
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the church is the only route to salvation. After 
Jobn’s conversion in the church, Elisha, another 
character that Baldwin includes in the novel to pro- 
vide a context for John’s struggle to achieve iden- 
tity, promises to serve as his brother and protector. 


In the novel’s first section, John notes that El- 
isha has experienced the same sexual stirrings as 
does John, and that Elisha, after being reprimanded 
by the preacher, reasserted his devotion to his re- 
ligion and stopped his “disorderly walking” with 
Ella Mae. Elisha’s support throughout the novel, 
and especially at the close as the family walks home 
after church, prompts John’s closing declaration, 
‘Tm ready. Pm coming. Pm on my way.” Jobn 
thus appears to have found his place in his com- 
mitment to God and the church. 


However, narrative elements in the novel’s fi- 
nal section, as well as in the prayers of his family, 
suggest that John’s resolution may be tenuous. His 
conversion has not settled the conflict with his fa- 
ther or gained John his love and respect, as evi- 
denced by Gabriel’s cold response to his son’s new- 
found joy. Gabriel’s conversation with his sister as 
they are trailing behind John and Elisha reveals his 
persistent inability to face his past failures and to 
accept John as his son. Gabriel’s continued rejec- 
tion and the peripheral threat of racism and poverty 
remain, and thus threaten to weaken John’s sense 
of self and his devotion to his religion. 


Baldwin’s juxtaposition of narrative voice in 
Go Tell It on the Mountain provides no easy an- 
swers for John as he struggles to rise above racism, 
poverty, and family tensions in order to define him- 
self and his place in his world. In his successful 
merging of structure and thematic import, Baldwin 
illustrates the difficulties inherent in the quest for 
selfhood. 


Source: Wendy Perkins, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998 


Bruce Bawer 

In the following excerpt, Bawer discusses some 
of the religious aspects of Go Tell It on the Moun- 
tain. 

Baldwin’s own most valiant attempt to capture 
the “ambiguity and irony of Negro life” was his first 
novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), which 
centers on a Harlem family not unlike his own. Like 
the Trinitarian God, the book is divided into three 
parts: John, who is the focus of the first and third 
parts (and who, like Baldwin, is known as “Frog 
Eyes”), is the stepson of Gabriel, a preacher who 
believes “that all white people [are] wicked, and that 
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God [is] going to bring them low,” and who feels 
that God has promised him a son to carry on his 
holy work; the second part, itself divided in three 
and consisting largely of flashbacks, outlines the 
earlier lives of Gabriel (who many years ago, we 
learn, had a mistress and an illegitimate son, both 
of whom died as a consequence of his refusal to ac- 
knowledge them), of Gabriel’s sister Florence, and 
of his second wife, Elizabeth (whose ill-fated and 
fervently atheistic first lover, John’s father, loved 
art as much as Gabriel loves God). Baldwin renders 
this family’s inner history—the details of which 
John will probably never know, though it has pro- 
foundly influenced his own life—with both the ten- 
derest sympathy and the harshest insight; he sees 
the life of faith from both inside and out, and by ex- 
ploring the past through these several pairs of eyes 
not only conveys something of the richness and 
mystery of a family’s life but reminds us that to un- 
derstand is to forgive. And he does a remarkably 
vivid job of capturing the streets of New York as 
seen by a boy raised on Pentecostal sermons: 


And certainly perdition sucked at the feet of the peo- 
ple who walked there; and cried in the lights, in the 
gigantic towers; the marks of Satan could be found 
in the faces of the people who waited at the doors of 
movie houses; his words were printed on the great 
movie posters that invited people to sin. It was the 
roar of the damned that filled Broadway, where mo- 
tor cars and buses and the hurrying people disputed 
every inch with death. Broadway: the way that led 
to death was broad, and many could be found thereon; 
but narrow was the way that led to life eternal, and 
few there were who found it. 


The novel, whose style has something of the 
stateliness of the King James Bible and the music 
of black vernacular, splendidly evokes Harlem’s 
sights and sounds, its frustrations and hypocrisies. 
Baldwin excels at small descriptive touches, as 
when Gabriel observes the “distant and angry com- 
passion” in his illegitimate son’s face. This is, as 
Campbell says, [in his Talking at the Gates: A Life 
of James Baldwin] “Baldwin’s most accomplished 
novel, technically, and his most disciplined,” free 
of the “idealizations, the sentimentality, the jarring 
tones and overlong conversations, even the moral 
fervour, which, separately or all at once, were to 
mar, in part or whole, his later novels.” 


Yet Campbell is also right to call Go Tell It on 
the Mountain “somewhat stiff and formal.” Though 
Baldwin aims for a natural-seeming lyricism (and 
though the novel does rise to beautiful lyrical 
heights), there is too often an air of contrivance 
about it. Like a sermon in a black church, the prose 
is sometimes poetic and inspired, sometimes 
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But at John’s conversion 
the novel's very title is rendered 
ironic. John has no voice to 
speak to his mother or the other 
saints ... ‘Salvation’ has meant 
learning the truth about his own 
heart and it is a truth so 
horrifying that he Rnows ‘he 
could never tell it,’ because tt 


would be blasphemous.” 





windy, repetitious, bombastic. Baldwin hammers 
us relentlessly with biblical verses—and with 
good reason, for his purpose is to impress upon us 
the ubiquity of religion in John’s family and his 
sense of being bound inextricably to God—but it 
doesn’t take long before we’re weary of it all and 
the verses seem like mere gimmickry. Many of the 
novel’s more protracted sentences, too, which 
should sound fresh and musical—like hymns, say, 
with long melodic lines—strike one as rather too 
self-consciously constructed; and the frequent 
flashbacks—which were to become a familiar de- 
vice in Baldwin’s work, as if to suggest the im- 
mense history that lies behind even the most seem- 
ingly negligible occurence in black America—are 
less dramatically effective than they are confusing. 
Source: Bruce Bawer, “Race and Art: James Baldwin” in 


The Aspect of Eternity: Essays by Bruce Bawer, Graywolf 
Press, 1993, pp. 17-35. 


Maria K. Mootry, 
A review of Go Tell It on the Mountain which 
focuses on Baldwin’s use of irony. 


Critics have complained that the point of view 
in James Baldwin’s first novel is problematical. 
Very early in the novel we are told of the adoles- 
cent protagonist’s religious doubts and we are led 
to trust a narrator who seems to state his case un- 
ambiguously. We are told in an opening church 
scene that John Grimes has no real belief, but it is 
the faith of his family and fellow church members 
that make the concept of faith real to him. Later, 
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at the novel’s end, during John’s conversion, (when 
the reader would expect John’s religious conflicts 
to end), no real resolution is offered. The reader is 
left with the question: Has John been converted (or 
saved) or not? The question remains because of 
Baldwin’s use of an ironic voice during the con- 
version scene and his resort to heavy situational or 
dramatic irony. 


At the moment of his “salvation,” when John 
is knocked to the floor by the power of the Holy 
Ghost, he hears a “malicious, ironic voice which 
insist(s), that he rise—and, at once, ... leave this 
temple and go out into the world.” The ironic voice 
tells John to get up and take charge of his life. It 
urges John to be in awe of no one; least of all his 
father (who is also John’s Pastor and who, ironi- 
cally, stands over him with an accusatory air dur- 
ing his “conversion”). To the voice, John’s father, 
and by implication, God-the-Father, are judgmen- 
tal forces that should be defied: “Get up, John,” the 
voice says, “Get up, boy. Don’t let him keep you 
there. You got everything your Daddy got.” 


Yet, when the ironic voice leaves, John hears an- 
other voice which tells him to “Go through.” Shortly 
after this voice is heard, John experiences his “con- 
version”: “And a sweetness filled John as he heard 
this voice, and heard the sound of singing: The 
singing was for him ... the light and the darkness had 
kissed each other, and were married now, forever, in 
the life and the vision of John’s soul.” The ironic 
voice, it seems, has been banished forever. 


Yet, immediately after John has “come 
through,” Baldwin shifts from narrative to dra- 
matic irony. At the very moment when his 
mother’s face should be a welcome sight (as a fel- 
low saint), John feels total estrangement. The con- 
verted’s first impulse is to tell everyone how he’s 
“got over’ —to “go tell it on the mountain.” But at 
John’s conversion the novel’s very title is rendered 
ironic. John has no voice to speak to his mother or 
the other saints; “no language, no second sight, no 
power to see into the heart of any other.” “Salva- 
tion” has meant learning the truth about his own 
heart and it is a truth so horrifying that he knows 
“he could never tell it,” because it would be blas- 
phemous. 


When John leaves the stone front church with 
his fellow “saints,” the Harlem streets are appro- 
priately still quite filthy. Gutter cats (emblematic 
of nightly sexual jaunts) slink by. The uncompre- 
hending saints rejoice at having recovered one “lost 
sheep” and equally rejoice when sirens wail, indi- 
cating another sinner “struck down.” 
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Thus, on this day of rebirth, one day after his 
natural birthday, John is neither purged nor 
“washed whiter than snow.” If he saw his face 
darkly in the household mirror before, there is more 
profound darkness to come: 

He would weep again, his heart insisted, for now his 
weeping had begun; he would rage again, said the 
shifting air, for the lions of rage had been unloosed; 
he would be in darkness again, in fire again, now that 
he had seen the fire and the darkness. He was free— 
whom the Son sets free is free indeed—he had only 
to stand fast in his liberty. He was in battle no longer, 
this unfolding Lord’s day, with this avenue, these 
houses, the sleeping, staring, shouting people, but had 
entered into battle with Jacob’s angel, with the 
princes and the powers of the air.” 

Perhaps John’s abiding sense of evil comes 
from his burgeoning homosexuality. The joy John 
feels at being “converted” is rooted in the well- 
spring of despair relieved only by the loving arm 
of his fellow “saint,” Elijah, which hangs heavily 
on John’s shoulder as they walk away from the 
church. 


It is Elijah who seals John’s “deliverance” with 
a “holy kiss.” But how holy is this kiss when John 
has felt such unambiguous infatuation for his vir- 
ile, handsome friend? Thus the irony of John’s 
“conversion” is tripled: it leaves him with a deeper 
sense of mankind’s innate evil; it frees him, not 
from sin, but from the tyranny of his father’s au- 
thoritarian control by replacing his father with an- 
other more supportive male presence; finally it lib- 
erates him from “closet” feelings and brings into 
the light his homoerotic needs. 


When John ѕауѕ “Г т coming ... I’m on my 
way’ at the novel’s end, the reader cannot be sure 
which “Promised Land” he refers to. 


Through ironic voices and situational irony, 
Baldwin distances himself from his protagonist and 
casts doubt upon the meaning of John’s salvation, 
leaving it to the reader to wrest his own interpre- 
tation from the multiple directions of the text. 


Source: Maria K. Mootry, A review of Go Tell It on the 
Mountain,” in The Explicator, Vol. 43, No. 2, Winter, 1985, 
рр. 50-52. 


Shirley S. Allen 

In the following excerpt, Allen explores Bald- 
win’s use of irony in Go Tell It on the Mountain 
as a means for answering various questions raised 
while interpreting the novel. 


A number of questions raised in critical inter- 
pretations of James Baldwin’s first novel, Go Tell 
It on the Mountain, can be answered by studying 
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his use of irony. Such questions include Baldwin’s 
artistic distance from the characters, his attitude to- 
ward their religious beliefs, the identity of the 
ironic voice in Part Three, and the meaning of the 
novel’s denouement. Although there are at least 
three different kinds of irony in the novel, they are 
closely related because they result from the narra- 
tive technique Baldwin employs, an internal and 
subjective point of view limited to the thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions of the main character. In 
order to transcend the limitations of this point of 
view, Baldwin uses irony in the narrator’s diction, 
irony of statement and event in the action, and an 
ironic voice as a character. 


In the major action of the novel, which is the 
struggle of young John Grimes to leave childhood 
and achieve maturity with a sense of his own iden- 
tity, the narrator is limited to John’s internal point 
of view. Although he speaks in the third person, 
this point of view is strictly maintained, so that even 
the physical appearance of the hero is described 
subjectively through comments he hears from oth- 
ers and the images he sees in the mirror. 


The point of view is further limited by con- 
finement in time. Although the narrator uses the 
past tense, he recounts events as they happen, 
unedited by the perspective of time. We follow 
John Grimes through the course of his fourteenth 
birthday as if we were experiencing the events with 
him. Careful use of adverbs denoting present time, 
such as “now” and “still,” maintain this sense of 
contemporary action. So does a scrupulous use of 
tenses, particularly the past-perfect for every event 
occurring even recently before the moment of the 
present action and frequent use of “would” to ex- 
press future time in the past tense. A few sentences 
taken from the episode of Roy’s injury illustrate 
Baldwin’s use of tenses: 


His mother leaned over and looked into Roy’s face 
with a sad, sympathetic murmur. Yet, John felt, she 
had seen instantly the extent of the danger to Roy’s 
eye and to his life, and was beyond that worry now. 
Now she was merely marking time, as it were, and 
preparing herself against the moment when her hus- 
band’s anger would turn, full force, against her. 


The effect of this narrative style is immediacy 
and directness like the first-person, present tense 
point of view, but it avoids the literary awkward- 
ness of that form. Although such a narrator is not 
uncommon in modern fiction, Baldwin’s use is re- 
markable for consistency and suppleness. He also 
exploits fully the freedom of a third-person narra- 
tor to use whatever diction the author chooses with- 
out limitation to language characteristic of the 
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When John’s malicious 
irony is swept away, he faces the 
psychic realities of his 
subconscious, and then only fear 
is left—the fear of being an 
adult, unprotected by parental 
love and responsible for his 

own life.” 





protagonist. Baldwin’s excellent command of lan- 
guage (improved over his earliest short stories) and 
his talent for almost poetic expression are used to 
present the thoughts of a Harlem schoolboy with- 
out restriction to his grammar and vocabulary. 


In fact, the contrast between the narrator’s dic- 
tion and the dialogue of the characters emphasizes 
both the universality of their inner conflicts and the 
particular circumstances of their lives as Negroes 
in America. Baldwin’s ear for language and his 
skill at representing it in print are nowhere better 
displayed than in the dialogue of Go Tell It on the 
Mountain where the dialect is conveyed with such 
subtlety and economy that the rhythms, accent, and 
colloquialisms of Harlem speech do not blur the in- 
dividuality and dignity of the speakers. Contrasted 
with the dialogue is the educated and highly liter- 
ate voice of the internal narrator, compelling the 
reader’s understanding and sympathy beyond sug- 
gestions of race or class. 


The separation between the subjective narra- 
tor and the character that is implied by use of the 
third-person form is also useful in this novel be- 
cause in Part Two, “The Prayers of the Saints,” the 
narrator enters the minds of three other characters 
serially, maintaining the same point of view in re- 
lation to each as his relation to John in Part One 
and Part Three. The narrator becomes in thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions John’s aunt, then his step- 
father, then his mother; but his diction remains his 
own. This device is important for preserving the 
continuity of the novel, which has few external in- 
dications of continuity. 


Having set up this type of narrator, with im- 
mediate and intimate knowledge of the character, 
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Baldwin partially overcomes his limitation to a sin- 
gle, internal point of view by introducing verbal 
irony into his diction. Sometimes he merely uses a 
word with connotations opposite to the values as- 
sumed by the character, as when he describes the 
great preaching mission that Gabriel regards as the 
most important of his career as “a monster revival 
meeting” and his more venerable colleagues as 
“war horses.” Sometimes he simply lifts out of its 
churchly context a word used with religious con- 
viction by the characters, as when he speaks of the 
saints doing their housecleaning or refers to Pray- 
ing Mother Washington as “the praying mother.” 
Several times he describes obviously human mo- 
tives in terms of divine providence with such 
naiveté that the statement becomes ironic: 
Tarry service officially began at eight, but it could 
begin at any time, whenever the Lord moved one of 
the saints to enter the church and pray. It was sel- 
dom, however, that anyone arrived before eight 
thirty, the Spirit of the Lord being sufficiently toler- 
ant to allow the saints time to do their Saturday-night 
shopping, clean their houses, and put their children 
to bed. 

He also uses biblical language to describe an 
action contrary to the spirit of biblical precept and 
thus reveals hypocrisy in the pious: 

The ministers were being served alone in the upper 
room of the lodge hall—the less-specialized workers 
in Christ’s vineyard were being fed at a table down- 
Stairs. 

Although much of the irony is related to the 
religious views and practices of the characters, 
some is purely secular: 

Elizabeth found herself in an ugly back room in 
Harlem in the home of her aunt’s relative, a woman 
whose respectability was immediately evident from 
the incense she burned in her rooms and the spiritu- 
alist séances she held every Saturday night. 

The ironic detachment of the narrator is sub- 
tly suggested by Baldwin’s careful use of the past 
tense to express a timeless conviction: “For the re- 
birth of the soul was perpetual; only rebirth every 
hour could stay the hand of Satan.” 


Such irony in the narrator’s voice runs the risk 
of leading the reader’s sympathy away from the 
characters and breaking the illusion of intimacy. In- 
deed, Wallace Graves has charged Baldwin with 
“literary cuteness” and lack of “moral energy” 
(honesty) in his treatment of John’s mother and nat- 
ural father, Elizabeth and Richard, because of the 
narrator’s verbal irony in “Elizabeth’s Prayer,” 
where he finds a “shift in technique” from the 
“highly serious narrator elsewhere in the book.” 
The narrator’s irony, however, is not limited to one 


section of the novel, and it avoids literary cuteness 
by its subtlety and sparseness. The ironic voice that 
speaks occasionally through the narrator’s diction 
merely reminds us that there are other points of 
view from which the ideas and actions might be re- 
garded. Moreover, in many cases the character 
whose thoughts are being presented may actually 
share this double view, consciously or uncon- 
sciously. A good example is the description of Sis- 
ter McCandless, seen through John’s mind but in- 
fused with the narrator’s irony: 
There were times—whenever, in fact, the Lord had 
shown His favor by working through her—when 
whatever Sister McCandless said sounded like a 
threat. Tonight she was still very much under the in- 
fluence of the sermon she had preached the night be- 
fore. She was an enormous woman, one of the biggest 
and blackest God had ever made, and He had blessed 
her with a mighty voice with which to sing and 
preach. 

Similar ambiguity is found in Elizabeth’s view 
of her aunt’s threat to move heaven and earth: 

Without, however, so much as looking at Heaven, 
and without troubling any more of the earth than that 
part of it which held the court house, she won the 
day. 

Since both John and Elizabeth have serious 
reservations about the accepted view of the char- 
acter being described, the irony may reflect their 
own feelings expressed in the more sophisticated 
language of the narrator. 


The narrator’s sophistication and detachment 
are balanced by his serious tone and poetic inten- 
sity of expression in describing important events or 
psychological perceptions in the lives of his major 
characters, so that his occasional irony is more like 
a wry smile than ridicule. The touch of humor in 
an otherwise passionately serious work relieves 
tension and gives the complexity of view needed 
to avoid sentimentality in so closely autobiograph- 
ical a novel. 


Baldwin also uses other kinds of irony to es- 
cape from the limitations of the subjective narrator 
in Go Tell It on the Mountain. Most obvious is the 
dramatic irony made possible by the three long 
flashbacks, which give the reader information un- 
known to other characters. For example, when 
Gabriel is thinking over the events in his life, the 
reader already knows, because of Florence’s reve- 
lations, that Gabriel’s wife is aware of his infi- 
delity; and therefore the reader finds much irony in 
his account of scenes between them. Baldwin also 
uses irony of event to give the reader a corrective 
viewpoint. So Gabriel’s two chance meetings with 
his bastard son occur under circumstances that em- 


for Students 


Novels 


phasize sexual potency and thus contradict the 
purely paternal relationship Gabriel assumes. 


But the most important and pervasive kind of 
irony in this novel is developed through the use of 
biblical texts and Christian doctrine to comment 
upon the attitudes and actions of the characters. 
Critics disagree about Baldwin’s attitude toward 
the religious faith he ascribes to the characters in 
Go Tell It on the Mountain, often citing statements 
from Baldwin’s subsequent essays to bolster their 
arguments. The question is important for under- 
standing the novel, since its main action is the con- 
version of the hero to that faith and the reader must 
know whether this resolution is tragic or victori- 
ous. Aside from other evidence, unrelated to the 
subject of irony, which I believe points to the lat- 
ter interpretation, a cogent argument can be found 
in Baldwin’s use of this religious faith to pronounce 
judgment on his characters by irony of statement. 


For example, Gabriel is ironically judged by 
his own quotations from the Bible and doctrines of 
the church. Under the title “Gabriel’s Prayer” is an 
epigraph taken from a Negro spiritual, which as- 
serts, “I ain’t no stranger now.” This expresses 
Gabriel’s conviction that he is “saved,” the funda- 
mental tenet of his religious faith and the basis for 
his holier-than-thou attitude. If this assumption 
were allowed to stand uncorrected, the reader 
would condemn that faith as illusory and deplore 
John’s conversion to it, since Gabriel is revealed 
as more devilish than saintly. But Baldwin care- 
fully shows the irony of Gabriel’s assumption by 
contrasting it with his own preaching. We learn 
early in the novel that he has taught his sons that 
they are in more danger of damnation than African 
savages precisely because they are not strangers to 
the gospel. In one of his sermons, he stresses the 
need for humility and consciousness of sin before 
God: “When we cease to tremble before him we 
have turned out of the way.” In his thoughts about 
the tarry service, he remembers that “the rebirth of 
the soul is perpetual.” Gabriel, the preacher and ex- 
positor of the faith, thus passes ironic judgment on 
his own self-righteousness. 


Baldwin makes ironic Gabriel’s favorite text, 
which is Isaiah’s message to Hezekiah: “Set thine 
house in order, for thou shalt die and not live”’—a 
quotation Gabriel uses both to terrify his children 
and to assert his own righteousness. The first men- 
tion of this text is ironically placed just after the 
breakfast scene, which has shown how disordered 
Gabriel’s house is in its family relationships. A sec- 
ond mention during Florence’s prayer suggests the 
further irony that Gabriel is unaware of his own ap- 
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proaching death, or at least of the inevitability of 
death. But more significantly, the text is used to 
make ironic Gabriel’s unshakeable confidence in 
the “sign” he believes he received from God. He 
seizes upon the advent of Elizabeth and her bastard 
as the sign that God has forgiven him after he has 
ignored a sign that the reader recognizes as simi- 
lar to that given Hezekiah the moment after Esther 
told him of her pregnancy, when the sun stood still 
and the earth was startled beneath his feet. 


In another instance Gabriel’s belief that God 
speaks aloud to men, sometimes through thunder, 
is turned ironically against his assumption of right- 
eousness. First mentioned early in the novel, this 
belief becomes important during Deborah’s con- 
frontation of Gabriel with his mistreatment of Es- 
ther. He justifies his action as God’s will: “‘“The 
Lord He held me back,’ he said, hearing the thun- 
der, watching the lightning. ‘He put out His hand 
and held me back.’ ” To make certain that the reader 
sees the irony, Baldwin has Gabriel repeat his be- 
lief about the thunder: “‘Listen. God is talking.” ” 
Gabriel is thus contradicted by the voice of his own 
God. The final irony on this theme occurs in the 
conversation between Gabriel and Florence at the 
end of the novel: 


“I been listening many a nighttime long,” said Flo- 
rence, then, “and He ain’t never spoke to me.” 


“He ain’t never spoke,” said Gabriel, “because you 
ain’t never wanted to hear. You just wanted Him to 
tell you your way was right.” 


Although Gabriel is the character most often 
ironically judged by his own religious convictions, 
Florence and Elizabeth also unwittingly pronounce 
judgment on themselves. Florence recites the con- 
ditions for successful prayer and then fails to meet 
them in her cry for salvation. Elizabeth tells herself 
that she is on her way up the steep side of the moun- 
tain, and then contracts a loveless marriage as “a 
hiding-place hewn in the side of the mountain.” 


By using the tenets of their faith for ironic 
comment upon the characters’ actions and attitudes, 
Baldwin transcends the limitations of his subjec- 
tive narrator and at the same time establishes as 
trustworthy the religious faith they profess, even 
when they misinterpret it. Within the novel the uni- 
verse works according to the principles of the He- 
brew-Christian tradition, and therefore John’s con- 
version is the opening of his eyes to truth—a giant 
step on his way up the mountain. 

In Part Three, “The Threshing Floor,” Bald- 


win introduces an ironic voice that speaks to John 
during the early stages of his internal struggle. Crit- 
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ics disagree about the identity of this anonymous 
internal speaker. David Noble asserts that it is the 
voice of Gabriel, because it expresses Gabriel’s 
wish that John would get up off the threshing floor. 
In order to accept this identification the reader must 
see Gabriel as a conscious hypocrite who could en- 
courage John to rebel against his authority to pre- 
vent John’s salvation, but Baldwin carefully shows 
Gabriel as an unconscious hypocrite, never capa- 
ble of overt double-dealing. Other critics have 
taken the ironic voice as John’s own common 
sense, fighting a losing battle against his weakness 
for hysterical religion. If the voice is common 
sense, then John’s conversion is a tragedy and his 
joyful faith an illusion; and this interpretation is 
contradicted by the tone of the last few pages, by 
the meaning of the book’s title and supporting epi- 
graph, and by the serious attitude toward religious 
faith implied by Baldwin’s use of it for ironic com- 
ment. Moreover, John’s struggle on the threshing 
floor is described in terms of birth imagery, and the 
accomplished delivery sets him free from the womb 
of childhood. After his conversion he stands up to 
his father on the equal footing of adulthood, refut- 
ing Gabriel’s scornful doubts, openly recognizing 
the enmity between them, and refusing to obey his 
command. Obedience to the urging of the ironic 
voice would have prevented this deliverance and 
left John in his state of childish rebellion, a pris- 
oner to his longing for parental love and his feel- 
ing of sexual guilt. 


In terms of the novel, we see the ironic voice 
as an enemy who presses John to do what Gabriel 
secretly hopes he will do, what Florence did when 
she rejected her brother’s church and her brother’s 
God. The narrator describes it as malicious: “He 
wanted to rise—a malicious, ironic voice insisted 
that he rise—and, at once, to leave this temple and 
go out into the world.” The voice comes from 
within John, expressing his own wishes, and its 
main attack is against any belief in this religion, 
which it attempts to discredit by associating it with 
“niggers” and by ridiculing the Bible’s story of 
Noah’s curse on Ham. The voice, then, is the voice 
of unbelief within John, which Baldwin describes 
as predominant in his state of mind before his con- 
version. At the beginning of the tarry service he is 
scornful of the praying women and replies to a 
kindly, though pious, remark by Sister Price with 
“a smile that, despite the shy gratitude it was meant 
to convey, did not escape being ironic, or even ma- 
licious.”” Like Florence, who prays, “Lord, help my 
unbelief,” he is not a believer. His unbelief and 
hidden scorn are expressed by the ironic voice in 
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the first stages of his struggle on the threshing 
floor. 


The voice also expresses his rebellion against 
his father, his father’s religion, and his father’s so- 
cial status. It labels the tarry service as a practice 
of “niggers,” with the implication that John is 
above that level, and its spurs him to resist his fa- 
ther’s authority: 


Then the ironic voice spoke again, saying: “Get up, 
John. Get up, boy. Don’t let him keep you here. You 
got everything your daddy got.” 


This explicit connection of his sexual maturity 
with his father’s enmity brings him to the brink of 
understanding, but it is not until the ironic voice 
leaves him that John is able to penetrate the mys- 


tery: 


But now he knew, for irony had left him, that he was 
searching something, hidden in the darkness, that 
must be found. He would die if it was not found. 


When he has rid himself of malice, he is free 
to search the subconscious depths of his mind un- 
til he grasps the true relationship of father and 
son—the Oedipal situation common to all human 
experience or, in Baldwin’s interpretation, original 
sin. 


Ridding oneself of malice is a necessary con- 
dition to salvation. Florence, unable to escape her 
hatred of Gabriel, founders on this rock, just as 
Gabriel’s pride prevents him from reaching true 
understanding of the Oedipal situation. When 
John’s malicious irony is swept away, he faces the 
psychic realities of his subconscious, and then only 
fear is left—the fear of being an adult, unprotected 
by parental love and responsible for his own life. 
Overcoming this fear is the final step—the step 
Elizabeth has not yet been able to take, and John 
makes it with Elisha’s help. The ironic voice of 
unbelief, of the devil, of childish rebellion is re- 
placed with the humble voice of faith, of God’s 
angel, of mature self-acceptance, saying, “Yes, go 
through.” 


Perhaps Baldwin is suggesting that all irony is 
in a sense malicious, that human problems cannot 
be solved by sophisticated detachment or even 
common sense reasonableness. Certainly the ironic 
voice of the narrator is lost in the passionate seri- 
ousness of John’s religious experience, which is the 
climax and resolution of his conflict. 


Source: Shirley S. Allen, “The Ironic Voice in Baldwin’s 
Go Tell It on the Mountain,” in James Baldwin: A Critical 
Evaluation, edited by Therman B. O’Daniel, Howard Uni- 
versity Press, 1977, pp. 30-37. 
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Therman B. O’Daniel, “James Baldwin: An Interpretive 

Study,” in CLA Journal, Vol. 8, No. 1, pp. 37-47. 
Analyzes the themes of homosexuality and racism in 
Baldwin’s novels including Go Tell It on the Moun- 
tain. 


Horace A. Porter, Stealing Fire: The Art and Protest of 
James Baldwin, Wesleyan University Press, 1989. 
This book holds Baldwin to a high standard and is 
not at all shy about criticizing his flaws, but it is just 
as free with its praise. The well-researched portrait 
of Baldwin that emerges here is that of a man of con- 
tradictions, who learned from the best of white tra- 
dition and kept his sympathies rooted on black cul- 
ture. 
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Great Expectations 


‹ У This was Dickens’ second-to-last complete novel. 
Charles Dickens It was first published as a weekly series in 1860 


and in book form in 1861. Early critics had mixed 
1 8 6 1 reviews, disliking Dickens’ tendency to exaggerate 
both plot and characters, but readers were so en- 
thusiastic that the 1861 edition required five print- 
ings. Similar to Dickens’ memories of his own 
childhood, in his early years the young Pip seems 
powerless to stand against injustice or to ever re- 
alize his dreams for a better life. However, as he 
grows into a useful worker and then an educated 
young man he reaches an important realization: 
grand schemes and dreams are never what they first 
seem to be. Pip himself is not always honest, and 
careful readers can catch him in several obvious 
contradictions between his truth and fantasies. Vic- 
torian-era audiences were more likely to have ap- 
preciated the melodramatic scenes and the revised, 
more hopeful ending. However, modern critics 
have little but praise for Dickens’ brilliant devel- 
opment of timeless themes: fear and fun, loneliness 
and luck, classism and social justice, humiliation 
and honor. Some still puzzle over Dickens’ revi- 
sion that ends the novel with sudden optimism, and 
they suggest that the sales of Dickens’ magazine 
All the Year Round, in which the series first ap- 
peared, was assured by gluing on a happy ending 
that hints Pip and Estella will unite at last. Some 
critics point out that the original ending is better 
because it is more realistic since Pip must earn the 
self-knowledge that can only come from giving up 
his obsession with Estella. However, Victorian au- 
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respected writer and the editor of Household 
Words, a family magazine. Such turmoil and ec- 
stasy in Dickens’ intimate relationships have since 
been compared to the misery and bliss of couples 
in his novels. 


If anything, Dickens’ descriptions of suffering 
were and still are his chief endearing quality to 
readers who find them both realistic and empa- 
thetic. Beginning with Bleak House in 1852, Dick- 
ens is widely acknowledged to have entered a 
“Dark Period” of writing. Yet he seemed to enjoy 
his continuing popularity with readers and to ig- 
nore his critics’ remarks that his stories were too 
melodramatic. While readers have long accepted 
that tendency, they have also warmed to Dickens’ 
love of humor. 


Critics suggest that the part of Dickens’ life 
that is most reflected in A Tale of Two Cities is his 
personal relationships with his wife and Ellen Ter- 
nan. In 1855, he reestablished contact with his 
childhood sweetheart Maria Beadnell, but he was 
very disappointed with their meeting and depicted 
his disillusionment in the 1857 novel Little Dorrit. 
A quarrel with his publishers Bradbury & Evans 
over his mistress’s reputation led Dickens to turn 
to a new publishing house, Chapman & Hall, to 
publish A Tale of Two Cities. Some critics suggest 
that Dickens’ depiction of Lucie Manette in A Tale 
of Two Cities and the behavior of the two princi- 
pal characters, Sydney Carton and Charles Darnay, 
toward her, reflects his own attitude toward Ter- 
nan. 


Dickens died of a brain aneurysm in June 1870. 
Although he had expressly wished to be buried at 
his country home, Gad’s Hill, his request was dis- 
regarded, apparently owing to his fame. Instead, he 
was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster 
Abbey, London. 


Plot Summarv 


The First Stage of Pip’s Expectations 
Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations opens as 
seven-year-old Philip Pirrip, known as “Pip,” vis- 
its the graves of his parents down in the marshes 
near his home on Christmas Eve. Here he encoun- 
ters a threatening escaped convict, who frightens 
Pip and makes him promise to steal food and a file 
for him. Pip steals some food from his brother-in- 
law, the blacksmith Joe Gargery, and his cruel sis- 
ter “Mrs. Joe,” with whom he lives, and takes it to 
the convict the next day. The convict is soon caught 
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and returned to the “Hulks,” the prison ships from 
which he had escaped. 


Pip is invited to visit the wealthy Miss Hav- 
isham, and to play with her adopted daughter, Es- 
tella. Miss Havisham lives in the gloomy Satis 
House, and Pip discovers her to be an extremely 
eccentric woman. Having been abandoned on her 
wedding day many years earlier, Miss Havisham 
has never changed out of her wedding dress since 
that time, and nothing in the house, including the 
rotting wedding cake covered with spider webs, has 
been touched since she discovered that her fiance 
had left her and had cheated her out of a great deal 
of money. Miss Havisham has raised Estella to be 
a cold and heartless woman who will avenge her 
adopted mother by breaking the hearts of men. 


Pip continues to visit Satis House to play with 
Estella, and he begins to fall in love with her, de- 
spite the fact that she is rude and condescending to 
him. Because of Miss Havisham’s interest in him, 
Pip’s family and friends speculate on his future 
prospects, and Pip attempts to improve those 
prospects by asking his friend, the orphaned Biddy, 
to tutor him. Eventually, Miss Havisham gives Pip 
some money, tells him his services are no longer 
needed, and that it is time for him to be appren- 
ticed to his brother-in-law, Joe. Pip is disappointed. 


One day Pip learns that someone has broken 
into his home and that his sister, Mrs. Joe, has been 
injured with a great blow to the back of the head. 
Biddy moves in to help take care of her and the 
household and continues to tutor Pip, with whom 
she is falling in love. Biddy believes that it was Or- 
lick, a contemptuous employee of Joe’s, who in- 
jured Mrs. Joe. Biddy also fears that Orlick 15 
falling in love with her. Pip continues to work for 
Joe, visiting Miss Havisham every year on his 
birthday, and constantly regretting his desire for a 
more comfortable lifestyle and his infatuation with 
Estella. 


Some time later a stranger visits Pip and in- 
forms him that an anonymous benefactor would 
like to transform him into a gentleman. The 
stranger, a lawyer named Jaggers, will administer 
Pip’s new income and suggests that Pip move to 
London and take a man named Matthew Pocket as 
his tutor, who happens to be a relative of Miss Hav- 
isham. Pip assumes that Miss Havisham is his mys- 
terious benefactor. Pip buys himself some new 
clothes and bidding his family farewell, slips out 
of town on his own, embarrassed to be seen in his 
new outfit with Joe. 
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The Second Stage of Pip’s Expectations 

In London, Pip lodges with Pocket’s son Her- 
bert. Pip also becomes friends with John Wem- 
mick, Jaggers’ clerk, and learns that Jaggers is a 
famous lawyer who is noted for his work in de- 
fending prisoners and thieves who face execution. 
Wemmick takes Pip home to dinner one night, and 
Pip is intrigued by his house, which resembles a 
tiny castle, complete with drawbridge and moat, 
where Wemmick lives with his elderly and stone- 
deaf father, whom he calls “the Aged P.” Pip is also 
invited to dine at Jaggers’ house, where he meets 
Jaggers’ sullen housekeeper, Molly. 


Joe comes to London to bring a message to 
Pip, who is embarrassed to have Joe visit him. The 
message is from Miss Havisham, who invites Pip 
to come to see Estella, who is visiting her mother. 
Going to Satis House at once, Pip is surprised to 
find that Orlick is now Miss Havisham’s watch- 
man, and he tells Jaggers that the man should be 
dismissed. Not long after this, Pip learns that his 
sister has died, and he returns home for her funeral. 
While he is there, he promises Biddy that he will 
visit Joe often in the future, but Biddy expresses 
her doubt that he actually will do so: 


“I am not going to leave poor Joe alone.” 
Biddy said never a single word. 

“Biddy, don’t you hear me?” 

“Yes, Mr. Pip.” 


“Not to mention your calling me Mr. Pip—which ap- 
pears to me to be in bad taste, Biddy—what do you 
mean?” 


“What do I mean?” asked Biddy, timidly. 


“Biddy,” said I, in a virtuously self-asserting man- 
ner, “I must request to know what you mean by this?” 


“By this?” said Biddy. 


“Now don’t echo,” I retorted. “You used not to echo, 
Biddy.” 


“Used not!” said Biddy. “O Mr. Pip! Used!” ... 


... “Biddy,” said I, “I made a remark respecting my 
coming down here often, to see Joe, which you re- 
ceived with a marked silence. Have the goodness, 
Biddy, to tell me why.” 


“Are you quite sure, then, that you WILL come to 
see him often?” asked Biddy, stopping in the narrow 
garden walk, and looking at me under the stars with 
a clear and honest eye. 


“Oh dear me!” said I, as if I found myself compelled 
to give up Biddy in despair. “This really is a very 
bad side of human nature! Don’t say any more, if you 
please, Biddy. This shocks me very much.” 
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The Third Stage of Pip’s Expectations 

One day Pip is visited by a stranger, and soon 
recognizes him to be the convict to whom he had 
brought food years ago. The convict, Abel Mag- 
witch, has made a fortune as a sheep farmer in New 
South Wales, Australia, and he has prided himself 
on having used his money to make a gentleman out 
of the little boy who had helped him long ago. Pip 
is shocked and embarrassed to learn that it is the 
convict who has given him his “great expectations” 
and not Miss Havisham. 


Magwitch tells him of his history, and how he 
became involved with another more gentlemanly 
criminal who got him into trouble, and yet was pun- 
ished less severely when they were both caught. 
Pip and Herbert deduce that this criminal is Com- 
peyson, the man who schemed with his partner, 
Arthur, to swindle Miss Havisham of her money. 
Arthur was supposed to marry Miss Havisham to 
get her money, but his conscience caused him to 
abandon her at the alter when he couldn’t go 
through with the plan. Because Magwitch faces cer- 
tain death if he is discovered in England, Pip and 
Herbert concoct a plan for helping him escape un- 
noticed. 


Planning to leave the country with Magwitch, 
Pip pays Miss Havisham a call. The old lady ad- 
mits that she allowed Pip to believe that she was 
his benefactress, and Pip asks her to help him with 
a plan he has to set Herbert up in business anony- 
mously. Pip is shocked to learn that Estella plans 
to marry his doltish acquaintance Bentley 
Drummle. Dining one night with Jaggers, Pip 
learns more about the housekeeper Molly’s history. 
Having been accused of killing another woman in- 
volved with her husband and having threatened to 
murder her own daughter, Molly was successfully 
defended by Jaggers. Recognizing her face and 
hands, Pip realizes with astonishment that Molly is 
the mother of Estella. 


Pip is summoned to Miss Havisham’s again, 
where the old lady begs Pip to forgive her. After 
leaving her, Pip is disturbed and decides to return 
to the house to look in on her. He finds the poor 
old woman ablaze, having sat too close to the fire, 
and he is burned while trying to put out the flames. 
Later Pip learns of Miss Havisham’s death, and that 
she has left money to Herbert, as he had requested. 
Returning to London, he learns the story of Mag- 
witch’s wife, and deduces that Magwitch was mar- 
ried to Molly, and therefore is Estella’s father. 


Summoned back to the marshes near his old 
home by a mysterious note, Pip narrowly escapes 
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death when he is attacked by a vengeful Orlick and 
rescued just in time by some local villagers. He re- 
turns to London where he and Herbert carry out 
their plan to sneak Magwitch onto a steamer on the 
Thames. Their plans fail, however. They are at- 
tacked by another boat, and Magwitch is severely 
wounded. As the kind old Magwitch is dying, Pip 
tells him of his daughter Estella. 


After being nursed out of a serious illness by 
the devoted Joe, Pip joins the business partnership 
he has established for Herbert in the East. After 
eleven years, he returns to England and visits Joe 
and Biddy, who have married and have a family. 
He also meets Estella, who has left her husband, 
on the property of the now demolished Satis House. 
This time, Pip says that “I saw no shadow of an- 
other parting from her.” 


In Dickens’ original version, Pip and Estella 
part with the understanding that they will probably 
never see each other again, but in the revised ver- 
sion, Dickens’ makes the ending more optimistic 
by implying that they will, indeed, have a future 
together someday. 


Characters 





Arthur 


Arthur, Miss Havisham’s suitor who once 
jilted her, has fallen in with the villainous Com- 
peyson and his schemes. However, unlike Com- 
peyson, Arthur has a conscience; he dreams of Miss 
Havisham dressed in white at his bedside and dies 
of fright. He and Compeyson had once schemed to 
get Miss Havisham’s fortune, but at the last mo- 
ment, with the wedding cake on the table and Miss 
Havisham dressed in her bridal finery, Arthur jilted 
her, presumably on an attempt at her fortune that 
he could not carry through. 


Biddy 

The gentle, loving, soft-spoken, wise, and ef- 
ficient Biddy is Pip’s tutor before Mrs. Joe is in- 
jured and Biddy moves into the Gargery home to 
take care of the house. After Mrs. Joe dies, she and 
Joe Gargery marry. Pip, who at one point tells 
Biddy that he might be interested in marrying her 
if it weren’t for her lowly social status, later comes 
to realize that Biddy’s true worth as a person far 
outshines any artificial class distinctions. 


Compeyson 

Compeyson is the scoundrel who arranges 
Miss Havisham’s affair with Arthur. He also testi- 
fies in court against Magwitch in an earlier scheme 
that failed, after which Magwitch is banished from 
England and exiled to Australia. A coward, he 
breaks the old rule of “honor among thieves.” Com- 
peyson is the second escaped convict that is out on 
the marsh the night that Pip first meets Magwitch, 
and he eventually dies fighting with Magwitch dur- 
ing their second capture. 


Bentley Drummle 

Pip’s fellow member of the Finches of the 
Grove in London, Bentley Drummle is no gentle- 
man but a rude and lazy man who teases Pip about 
Estella’s apparent preference for Drummle. Jaggers 
recognizes a ruthless streak in Drummle and refers 
to him as the Spider (presumably because he 
catches all the flies, i.e. anything he wants). A par- 
allel character to Arthur, Drummle becomes en- 
gaged to and then marries Estella, whom he barely 
knows but whose fortune he stands to gain. How- 
ever, he does not survive her. 


Estella 

Adopted by Miss Havisham at the age of “two 
or three,” Estella is taught from then on to reject 
all who love her. This is Miss Havisham’s 
vengeance in reaction to her romantic disappoint- 
ment by Arthur. About the same age as Pip, Estella 
acts much older than he does and snubs or insults 
him more often than merely ignoring his attempts 
at friendship or love. In this, she is quite honest 
with Pip, for she has been raised to be cruel, to tol- 
erate or to brush off love, and to reject it later in 
order to watch the man suffer. Miss Havisham’s 
success in raising a cold-hearted beauty is too much 
for her, however, for Estella can feel no love for 
the old woman either. Thus, Estella cannot help but 
to refuse to give Pip any hope of marriage when- 
ever he confesses his love. Instead, she tells him 
that she will ruin the man she does marry—and why 
not, when she cares for no one? When she becomes 
engaged to Bentley Drummle, Pip cannot talk her 
out of marrying such a brutal man. In the novel’s 
revised ending, when Estella meets Pip years later 
she has had a daughter (also named Estella) by 
Drummle, who has died. Estella has survived, but 
she has been “bent and broken” by the doomed 
marriage. She has never found out who her bio- 
logical parents were because Miss Havisham has 
led her to assume that they were dead. More trag- 
ically, Estella has never learned to care about any- 
one’s happiness, not even her own. 
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Great Expectations was first adapted by film in 
the silent movie version in 1917, released by 
Paramount Pictures, on five reels, Famous Play- 
ers Film Company, 3 January 1917, and pre- 
senied by David Frohman. 


A 1934 remake, poorly directed by Stuart 
Walker, starred Jane Wyatt as Estella and Phillip 
Holmes as Pip, but the public thought their per- 
formances were lackluster. Universal] released 
this film on eleven reels. 


A British production of the nove) on film was 
made in Great Britain in 1946, directed by David 
Lean and available from Rank/Cineguild. This 
most acclaimed of the film versions of Dickens’ 
novel stars John Mills as Pip, Valerie Hobson 
as Estella, and Alec Guiness as Herbert Pocket, 
Jr., and it won two Oscars in 1947. According 
to critic Robert Murphy, it was “one of the finest 
of ail fim adaptations of Dickens.” 


Two critical adaptations of the novel were cap- 
tured on film in 1962 dealing with (1) setting, 
character, and themes and (2) critical interpre- 
tation. Each of these two films were produced 
for a high school or early college audience by 
the Encyclopedia Brittannica Corporation, and 
each are 35 minutes in iength. 


In 1973, the University of Michigan produced a 
dramatization of Dickens’ attack in Great Ex- 
pectations on tbe upper class of British society, 
with a senior high to college level audience in 
mind. Available on the Dickens’ World Series 
from the University of Michigan, this film rens 
29 minutes. 


A 1974 version by Scotia-Barber/ITC was re- 
leased in 1974 in Great Britain. Joseph Hardy 
directed. 


Produced by the BBC. the first close-captioned 
version of Grea? Expectations was made in 198] 
and released in the US in August 1988 by 
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CBS/Fox Video. Stamng бету Sundquist, 
Stratford Johns, and Joan Hudson, it was di- 
rected by Julian Aymes and runs for 300 min- 
utes {aiso available on two cassettes in Great 
Britain from BBC/International Historic Films, 
Inc., #R249). 


Great Expectations: The Untold Story was 
adapted for viewers from Magwitch’s point of 
view. Featuring John Stanton, Sigrid Thornton, 
and Robert Coleby, and directed by Tim 
Burstall, this video was released by Facets Mul- 
timedia, Inc. п 1987. 


Great Expectations was filmed for pnme time 
television by Primetime/Harlech Television in 
both Great Britain and the US in 1989. This was 
a made-for-TV presentation in 1989. 


Walt Disney Home Video also has a 1989 ver- 
sion of the novel on video, starring Jean Sim- 
mons and Anthony Hopkins, directed by Kevin 
Connor, and running 325 minutes. 


Two 1978 animated versions of Great Expecta- 
fions represent Dickens’ tale of Pip. One is 
close-captioned, directed by Jean Tych and pro- 
duced by Burbank Films for Live Home Video, 
and the other is available from Library Video 
Company, both running 72 minutes. 


Selected readings from Great Expectations 1s 
available on audio tape from Time Wamer. The 
1994 tape, accompanied by a study guide, runs 
72 minutes and is narrated by Michael York. 


A 1987 unabridged sound recording on eleven 
cassettes (approximately 16 hours running time) 
includes both endings to the novel, The narra- 
tor is Frank Mulier, and the set is available from 
Recorded Books in Charlotte Hall, MD. 


A 1981 abridged version, two cassettes running 
180 minutes, is read by Anton Rodgers, avail- 
able from Listen for Pleasure, Downsview, On- 
taro. Both endings are included. 
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day. She has left the house as it was then, even the 
items on her dressing table. The great room across 
from her chamber is likewise untouched; the cake, 
now eerily covered with spiders and dusty cob- 
webs, is in the middle of the long dining table. It 
is her wish that this table be cleared only when she 
is dead so that she may be laid on it for her wake. 
By arranging for repeated contact between the chil- 
dren, Miss Havisham intends that Pip will fall in 
love with the frosty Estella, and she constantly re- 
minds Pip to “love her, love her, love her!” She re- 
wards Pip’s visits with coins and does not contra- 
dict him when Pip is sure that she is his anonymous 
benefactor. When Pip continues to visit them from 
London, Miss Havisham is still anxious for him to 
admire Estella. However, when Estella makes plans 
to marry Bentley Drummle, Miss Havisham finds 
that she has done too well in teaching Estella to be 
a cold, cruel lover. Estella plans to leave her and 
will not, and probably cannot, express any love for 
Miss Havisham. When the old lady’s clothing ac- 
cidentally catches on fire, she is saved by Pip who 
rolls her in the tablecloth from the great room. Her 
doctor orders her bed to be brought in and arranged 
on the table, fulfilling her wish to be laid in state 
where her wedding feast had once been. Before she 
dies, she honors Pip’s request for money for his 
friend, Herbert Pocket, amazed that Pip wants noth- 
ing for himself. She also suffers from nightmares 
of dying without forgiveness, as well as from her 
burns. Even so, she dies with Pip’s kiss of for- 
giveness on her wrinkled forehead. 


Mr. Jaggers 


All of the Londoners on the wrong side of the 
law know Mr. Jaggers is the lawyer with the best 
chance of keeping them out of Newgate Prison. 
Jaggers is never wrong. His reputation is so great 
that his clients know that Jaggers won’t take a case 
he can’t win and will tell them so. They also know 
that they will be refused if they cannot pay his fee. 
His reputation for courtroom drama is equally well- 
known, for he has moved many a judge and jury 
to tears. Outside of court, his speech is guarded so 
that he cannot be misinterpreted. It seems barely 
human that he never lets down that guard. Since he 
is Miss Havisham’s lawyer and he is also bound by 
Pip’s mysterious benefactor’s desire to remain un- 
known, Jaggers bolsters Pip’s belief that Miss Hav- 
isham is his benefactor. However, Jaggers has 
many clients, all with secrets to be kept. A cold cal- 
culator of his own financial gain, Jaggers is the sort 
of person one can respect but can never call 
“friend.” Even so, he invites Pip to dinner occa- 
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sionally and once tells Pip to bring his classmates. 
While Jaggers might seem to favor Pip this way at 
times, he is more appreciative of Pip’s schoolmate, 
Bentley Drummle, whom Jaggers nicknames “The 
Spider.” He sees in Drummle the shrewd and ruth- 


less qualities that he believes are necessary for get- 
ting ahead in the world. 


Mrs. Joe 
See Mrs. Joe Gargery 


Abel Magwitch 

In trouble from the day he was born, Abel 
Magwitch is an orphan like Pip but without Joe or 
any loving family member to befriend him. All he 
can recall of his early days is his name. In and out 
of trouble with the law all his life, he is banished 
to Australia, where he tends sheep and saves his 
money to one day make “an English gentleman” 
out of the little boy named Pip who once was kind 
to him while he was running from the police on the 
marshes. When he reenters Pip’s life in London, 
Magwitch holds the key to many mysteries, but if 
he is recaptured he will not be sent back to Aus- 
tralia but sentenced to death. He calls himself “Pro- 
vis” to avoid recognition and spends many happy 
hours with Pip, in spite of Pip’s discomfort at learn- 
ing that his benefactor has not been Miss Havisham 
but a criminal. However, Pip learns a great deal 
more from Magwitch than his identity, for Mag- 
witch is the link between more characters in the 
novel than anyone but Pip himself. In spite of their 
caution, Magwitch is recaptured, injured, and sen- 
tenced to death. However, he is already dying of 
his wounds. Even so, he has lived out his dream of 
creating in Pip the respectable man that Magwitch 
himself could never be, as well as assuring that his 
former crime partner and arch-enemy Compeyson 
drowns. In his last days, Magwitch reveals to Pip 
the confidence scheme that he was drawn into with 
Arthur and Compeyson. However, it is only after 
Magwitch’s death that Pip discovers that Magwitch 
was also Estella’s father. 


Molly 


Jaggers’ maid who serves dinner to Pip has 
strange scars on her wrists, as though she were once 
shackled. Indeed, she has known hard times before 
Jaggers has “tamed her,” and Jaggers openly refers 
to her “gypsy blood.” As her lawyer, Jaggers once 
saved her from being sent to Newgate Prison, and 
he shames her in front of Pip to remind her of her 
old life, her reform, and her alternative to serving 
in his house. At another dinner with Mr. Jaggers, 
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Pip is fascinated by Molly’s hands for another rea- 
son. He has seen them somewhere before. Eventu- 
ally, Pip notices other resemblances between Molly 
and Estella and forces a stilted admission out of 
Jaggers that Molly was once married to a convict 
and that their child, a little girl, was adopted by a 
rich woman with no children of her own, and that 
Jaggers arranged such an adoption. Put together 
with Magwitch’s story and Jaggers’ hypothetical 
sketch, it 1s obvious that Molly was Magwitch’s 
wife and Estella’s mother. With Magwitch in jail, 
Molly had no other means of support and had been 
caught thieving. Jaggers had arranged for her re- 
lease on her promise to serve at his table and to 
Stay out of trouble or else he would turn her back 
over to the police. Molly does not know Estella or 
Miss Havisham, only that her child has been cared 
for by someone with great wealth. 


Orlick 


One of the characters in the novel with no ap- 
parent redeeming qualities, Orlick is a big, unhappy 
clod who works at Joe’s forge until he insults Mrs. 
Joe and is fired. Orlick also bears a grudge against 
Pip for having Joe’s favor and a benefactor. When 
Orlick first threatens Mrs. Joe, it is the one time 
that Joe stands up and tolerates no nonsense from 
Orlick. Years later, however, Orlick lures Pip to the 
limekiln out on the marshes and ties Pip up with 
the intention of killing him. Meanwhile, Orlick tells 
Pip of the scene of his attack on Mrs. Joe’s skull 
with a convict’s (Magwitch’s) leg irons that he had 
found on the marsh. Since it is Pip who was re- 
sponsible for getting a file to Magwitch to remove 
his shackles, Orlick’s deed may be only the delayed 
result of Pip’s childhood “crime” of having once 
helped a convict. However, right wins out when 
help arrives and Orlick is arrested before Pip is 
harmed. 


Philip Pirrip 
See Pip 


Pip 

Pip is someone who Is shaped by his changing 
circumstances. He is an orphan who never knew 
his dead parents or brothers. He is raised by his sis- 
ter and Joe Gargery at Joe’s forge on the marshes 
near a country village at some distance from Lon- 
don. For a child who perpetually fears punishment, 
Pip learns to lie quite convincingly. A self-pro- 
claimed “sensitive” boy, he is frequently beaten or 
starved and verbally abused by his sister, although 
he keeps only one secret from his gentle uncle, Joe 


Gargery. Threatened by an escaped convict Pip 
meets in the church cemetery, he steals food and a 
file, a “crime” he is certain will be his doom. Pip 
is equally intimidated by the hideous Miss Hav- 
isham and the lovely Estella. Even though Estella 
is his own age, Pip feels dominated by the girl and 
obeys Miss Havisham’s order to “love her!” When 
Pip learns that he has an anonymous benefactor 
who will provide for his education in London, he 
eagerly leaves his apprenticeship with Joe behind, 
certain that his patron is Miss Havisham who is 
preparing him to become a gentleman worthy of 
marrying Estella. His hunch is supported by his 
long-standing belief that he is better than he has 
been treated and that he deserves more in life than 
becoming a blacksmith like Joe. Furthermore, the 
lawyer who pays Pip’s allowance is also Miss Hav- 
isham’s lawyer. However, 1n London, Pip’s tutor, 
Mr. Herbert Pocket Sr., turns out to be ineffectual, 
and Pip finds himself without adequate training for 
any profession to fit his new social class. He fur- 
ther discovers that all of his old “expectations” have 
been wrong-headed. Even so, learning this seems 
to be his best education. For Pip, who spends much 
of his life either daydreaming or defending him- 
self, such a change of heart seems heroic enough 
to set things right again. However, except for risk- 
ing his own life to save Miss Havisham, Pip is less 
like a hero than like someone who expects to win 
the lottery any day now but has little idea what he 
will do with the money except to spend it. In the 
end, he redeems himself by realizing who his true 
friends are when all of his “expectations” and 
money are gone. He is reunited with Joe and Biddy, 
and his kindness to Herbert Pocket, Jr., is repaid. 


Pip’s convict 
See Abel Magwitch 


Herbert Pocket Jr. 


Pip’s roommate in London, Herbert Pocket, 
Jr., is also his best friend. Herbert nicknames Pip 
“Handel” because it is the name of a famous man 
(a compliment to Pip). Easygoing and not particu- 
larly bright, Herbert is nonetheless loyal and per- 
severing. While they are students together, Herbert 
tries to help Pip figure out where all of their money 
is going. Later, he invites Pip to share in his sud- 
den fortune, before finding out that Pip is the rea- 
son for it. Herbert is the receiver of Pip’s only re- 
quest of Miss Havisham for money. Tolerant and 
kind, even to the irritating alcoholic and gout-rid- 
den Mr. Barley, Herbert falls in love with and mar- 
ries the equally kind and patient daughter Clara 
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Barley. Also, he is trusted with helping Pip try to 
get Magwitch out of England. Herbert’s most 
heroic hour is finding Orlick’s letter that Pip had 
dropped and rushing off to save Pip at the moment 
that Orlick would have surely killed him. At last, 
Herbert provides a job for Pip when all of his for- 
tune is gone. In the original ending, Herbert names 
his son “Pip.” 


Herbert Pocket Sr. 

Unable to control his own “tumbling” family, 
Mr. Pocket is also an inadequate tutor to the stu- 
dents in his house. Pip reads and makes friends 
there but learns little from Mr. Pocket, Sr., that is 
useful. Not surprisingly, Pocket only teaches in or- 
der to keep Mrs. Pocket, who feels that she has 
married beneath her class for him, and their brood 
of children fed. Also, it is doubtful that he can do 
anything else for a living. However, no one seems 
to complain, for the Pockets’ house is a place for 
young gentlemen to gather to meet one another if 
not to learn. 


Provis 
See Abel Magwitch 


Uncle Pumblechook 

Uncle Pumblechook is held in high esteem by 
Mrs. Joe because he is from a slightly higher so- 
cial rank in the village than she is on the marsh. 
However, he is little more than a stereotype of a 
snob who takes every opportunity to poke fun at 
Pip when he is poor or to befriend Pip when Pip 
has money. 


Spider 
See Bentley Drummle 


John Wemmick 


A true friend to Pip in London, Wemmick is 
a dual personality. In London, where he is a chief 
clerk at Jaggers’s law office, Wemmick is as coldly 
business-minded as his employer is. However, he 
takes a liking to Pip and invites him to his house, 
a miniature castle complete with a tiny moat, draw- 
bridge, and a cannon that Wemmick fires each 
evening because it delights his deaf father. In his 
own odd household, Wemmick becomes close 
friends with Pip, who grows to value their rela- 
tionship tremendously. Wemmick keeps one ear 
open at all times at the office to determine the best 
time to get Magwitch out of the country, and Wem- 
mick sends word to Pip when he thinks the Lon- 
don underworld is unaware. Also, Wemmick thinks 
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so much of Pip that Pip is the only wedding guest 
at the marriage of Wemmick and Miss Skiffins. 
Even so, whenever Pip sees Wemmick at the of- 
fice, Wemmick is curt and businesslike again. It is 
Wemmnick’s practice to keep both of his worlds sep- 
arate from each other. 


Wemmick’s Aged Parent 


Another stereotype, the Aged Parent is old and 
deaf, and he responds to almost all conversation by 
smiling and yelling, “All right, John!” Combined 
with the odd house and landscape, the Aged Par- 
ent 1s relaxation and comic relief for Pip, who en- 
joys visiting Wemmick’s place as a world apart 
from the threats of London. 


Mr. Wopsle 


After accompanying Pip and Joe across the 
marsh the night the police first catch the escaped 
convicts, Wopsle has seen both Magwitch and 
Compeyson. This is important when, after Mr. 
Wopsle has left the country for London to act in 
the theater, he recognizes the second convict, Com- 
peyson, sitting behind Pip in the audience. With 
that knowledge, Pip knows that Compeyson is still 
alive and that he must get Magwitch out of the 
country as soon as possible before Compeyson 
finds him again. 


Themes 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Beneath the Dickens’ major theme of a great 
respect for wealth is an analysis of the fate of the 
outsider. At least four known orphans—Mrs. Joe, 
Magwitch, Estella, and Pip himself—have suffered 
loneliness, but each character reacts differently. Pip 
begins his story as a child standing in a gloomy 
cemetery at the grave site of his family, so pitifully 
alone that he can do no more than imagine his 
mother as the “wife of the above,” which he can 
only interpret as directions to his mother’s current 
address in heaven. Pip himself is often threatened 
with death by his sister and again by his convict, 
Magwitch. Even Orlick, the town lout, tries to kill 
an adult Pip. Joe Gargery is Pip’s only friend on 
the marshes, and even after Pip is introduced to city 
life friends are few compared to the number of 
those who are coldly uncaring or dangerous. On the 
other hand, Estella’s odd childhood, in the wrin- 
kled hands of an old woman with a twisted mind, 
teaches her to reject all affection or friendships. Es- 
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Further 
Study ` 


¢ Research the history and 1850-60 social climate 
of Australia as an English penal colony, where 
Magwitch had been living, when Queensland 
was becoming a separate colony from New 
South Wales. 


* Investigate U.S. social conditions m 1842 when 
Dickens visited the United States, and compare 
this to conditions seen in 1868 when he returned 
to America on a reading tour. Keep in mind 
Dickens’ themes of class distinction and real hfe 
versus expectation of changes he would have 
been likely to see in the American people. Con- 
sider the Gold Rush; the Emancipation Procla- 
mation; John Brown's 1859 raid on Harper’s 
Ferry, Virginia; the 1857 Dred Scott Decision; 
ete. 


¢ Investigate child labor in England before the 
1875-80 movement to legally limit work-hours 
and to improve dangerous factory conditions, 
Dickens’ arousal of public sentiment against in- 
dustry’s inhuman treatment of minors and dis- 
enfranchised citizens in his novels contributed 
to this reform. 


tella plays with Pip like a cat toys with a mouse, 
certainly not tike an equal or playmate, for that is 
not Miss Havisham’s intention. Likewise, as Mag- 
witch confesses to Pip, his chitdhood on the streets 
of London was such a nightmare that he cannot 
even remember how he once learned his own name, 
and it is no wonder he has had to tum to a life of 
come, Mrs. Joe is another character who is antiso- 
cial. She lives on the marshes among rough, work- 
ing class men and has no friends but Joe and no fe- 
male acqualotances whatever. Pip’s guardian and 
Joe’s wife, she 15 so rude, antagonistic, and violent 
that she dnves away those who would otherwise 
Jove Ber. As Pip’s sister, Mrs. Joe shares the same 
joss of their family, but her means of coping with 
loneliness is quite different from Pip's attempts to 
get along with people and to stay out of trouble, 
Indeed, Mrs. Joe causes most of the problems in 


her lfe and everyone else's at the forge. Aside from 
these obvious loners, each srueging to find his or 
her piace in the worid, Jaggers also stands alone, 
an upholder of the law but to an inhuman degree. 
He never lets down his guard, as though he were 
likely to be sued if he relaxed, misspoke, or reacted 
at ali with emotion. No matter how openly Pip of- 
fers friendship, Jaggers maintains a distant attitude 
and instead admires the wealthy but evil Bentley 
Drummle for knowing what he wants and getting 
it. While Pip has the greatest number of frends of 
these alienated characters, even he ts strangely hes- 
itant to leave London to rejoin Joe and Biddy or to 
accept Herbert Pocket’s offer of a position in his 
firm. Only when Pip has exhausted his expectations 
and has no other direction to turn does he realize 
that he ts quite lucky to have two good friends who 
love tim for himself and can forget about his so- 
cial status. By doing this, Pip is the one character 
who works his way cut of alienation and loneliness 
into a socially active life that is enriched by love 
shared with friends. Although this hard-earned 
knowledge was not one of his original “expecta- 
tions,” Pip finds that this 1s far greater wealth than 
any benefactor’s inheritance. 


identity: Search for Self 


As a child, Pip is small for his age and quite 
weak, physically and temperamentaily, An orphan 
living with his sister in near poverty, he dreams of 
preat wealth. Meanwhile, finding ways to avoid 
abuse from his sister becomes his daily lesson. He 
submits to the insults of Mrs. Joe, Uncle Pumble- 
chook, Mr. Wopsle, Esteila and Miss Havisham’s 
relatives. Pip is terrified of Miss Ravisham when 
she first orders him to play a game as she watches 
him and he realizes that he is too miserable to play 
at anything. Later, he is anxious and delighted to 
escape that life and go to the city where be can es- 
tablish a new identity as a gentleman in his own 
right. Indeed, from his first day in London he is ad- 
dressed as “Mr. Pip” and treated well. He finds, 
however, that he has little to back up that esteem 
except money that he has not eared and only 
squanders on expensive clothes, decorations for his 
apartment, and a servant boy һе calls “The 
Avenger.” What is Pip avenging but the poverty to 
which he was bom? Yet when Joe comes to Lon- 
don, Pip is ashamed of him, embarrassed that Joe 
now calls him “Sir” yet distressed by Joe's low- 
brow speech and country clothes. Pip is likewise 
mortified by Magwitch, Even after learning that the 
convict is responsible for Pip’s rise in status and 
his preat altowance, Pip does not want to be seen 
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with the old man because Magwitch does not fit 
into Pip’s new identity. That Magwitch has risked 
his life to come back to England to see Pip does 
not influence Pip’s decision to get rid of Magwitch 
as soon as possible. Pip frequently returns to the 
village to visit Miss Havisham and Estella, and to 
enjoy a gentleman’s treatment from the shopkeeper 
Trabb and Trabb’s boy who once sneered at Pip. 
However, Pip neither returns to the humble forge 
to visit Joe nor sends any message to him. In time, 
Pip is ashamed of that and apologizes to both Mag- 
witch and Joe. Also, he forgives Miss Havisham 
for her early cruelty with a kiss on her deathbed. 
But this cannot happen until he has endured greater 
suffering and pangs of conscience than he ever 
knew as a weakling boy on the marsh. Miss Hav- 
isham also rises above her reputation as a tight- 
fisted and heartless old woman by granting Pip’s 
request for money to set up Herbert Pocket in a 
business, and by begging Pip’s forgiveness before 
she dies. Once cruel, she ends by suffering from 
the realization that she has wasted her life on ha- 
tred and vengeance, yet it is too late for her to en- 
joy her change of heart. Pip adds this to his lessons 
on gaining respect and peace in his own life. An- 
other good model comes from Wemmick, who 
adores his old father and shares care of the Aged 
Parent with Pip on at least one occasion when, iron- 
ically, Pip is avoiding contact with Magwitch. Nev- 
ertheless, Pip attends Magwitch in his last days as 
tenderly as Wemmick tends his own father and as 
lovingly as Joe nurses Pip back from death. When 
Pip finally returns to the marsh to propose marriage 
to Biddy and to thank Joe, he finds them already 
married. Pip asks Joe’s forgiveness before he joins 
Herbert Pocket, Jr. to earn his way in the world and 
to repay Joe for covering some of his bills. Pip fi- 
nally takes charge of his future and enjoys the love 
of his family and friends, realizing that they are his 
most precious wealth. Having been first a pauper, 
then a man of the leisure class, and finally a mid- 
dle-class worker, Pip is finally certain of his place 
in the world by knowing true contentment and self- 
worth. 


Victim and Victimization 

In the endless struggle for power, the winners 
are the ruthless, thinks Jaggers. He has yet to learn 
that such power is not equal to the strength of be- 
ing true to one’s convictions, as Pip learns. Even 
though Jaggers deals with victims and victimizers 
daily, he is less informed than Pip is as a victim 
himself. Mrs. Joe Gargery prides herself on having 
brought up Pip “by hand,” meaning with no help 
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but also with the idea that sparing the rod spoils 
the child. Yet Pip has not been spared numerous 
encounters with “The Tickler,” his sister’s cane. 
But if one who lives by the cane dies by it, so does 
Mrs. Joe suffer a violent beating before her death. 
Similarly, other victimizers become victims before 
their final chance to repent. Magwitch, once a thug 
on the streets of London, is stalked by his former 
accomplice. While his childhood in the underworld 
taught him to eat or be eaten, Magwitch risks all 
to return to England so that he can see for himself 
Pip’s success and to settle his score with the vil- 
lainous Compeyson. Also, Molly is “tamed” by 
Jaggers. A gypsy by birth, a criminal by necessity, 
and now bound to his household, she neither roams 
nor breaks the law anymore. But she 15 a power- 
less victim who never learns the fate of her daugh- 
ter except that the child has been adopted into a 
wealthy household where she will receive the food 
and shelter Molly cannot provide. While Pip wor- 
ries that Drummle will harm Estella, it is she who 
must endure a loveless marriage to outlive her cruel 
husband. A victim of Miss Havisham’s icy char- 
acter instead of enjoying the love of a mother, Es- 
tella is first the abused and then the abuser of both 
Pip and Miss Havisham. She then becomes the 
abused wife of the rotten Drummle. Yet, finally, at 
least in the original ending, Estella is a potentially 
better mother to her daughter than either her own 
mother or Miss Havisham ever were to her. Even 
in the revised ending, she breaks the abuse cycle 
by reconciling with Pip as his equal. And a lesser 
character, Trabb’s boy, insults Pip and his first 
good suit of clothes. It 1s the only way that this poor 
fellow has of getting back at someone who has had 
better luck than he has had, for Trabb’s boy was 
humiliated when his employer ordered him to be 
polite to the new young master Pip. In this way, 
Trabb’s boy is both the victim of class distinction 
in his society and a victimizer of the upper class in 
the only way he can be. Through his unobserved 
and therefore unpunishable rudeness to Pip, he de- 
fends himself and strikes a blow at a social class 
that he has no hope of ever joining. Pip himself 
must realize that he has victimized people by treat- 
ing them as lesser creatures. He realizes that he 
broke Joe’s heart when he left the forge and again 
when he stayed out of contact for eleven years. He 
hurts Biddy by telling her that he could never love 
her, even though he returns intending to ask her to 
marry him after he has lost all of his money. Find- 
ing her already married to Joe is Pip’s final lesson 
that power is not related to happiness and that one 
can only be a victim by permitting it. Trabb’s boy 
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is not Pip’s only example. Jaggers is also feared by 
those who are not on his side. Yet Pip doubts that 
Jaggers has much to enjoy when he goes home at 
the end of the day. For all of these characters, the 
pleasure of power as victimizer is short-lived 
and/or unsatisfying. 


Guilt and Innocence 


With the law as a backdrop for much of the 
action, Pip finds that guilt and innocence are much 
more complex than he first thought. Having helped 
a convict to escape weighs heavily on his young 
mind, and he is sure that greater powers will catch 
up to punish him in time. When they do, they are 
much different than Pip first supposed, for he must 
first deal with his own conscience outside of the 
English courts. Underlying all of the characters’ ac- 
tions and outcomes is this theme: the guilty are pun- 
ished by a power higher than any king’s. Everyone 
who acts unjustly in the novel is made to either suf- 
fer and repent or to die without forgiveness. Like- 
wise, those few who have nothing to regret are 
begged for mercy. While Pip is owed an apology 
by Mrs. Joe, her cruelty to him is avenged by her 
pitiful and helpless last days. The same could be 
said of Miss Havisham, who dies powerless, alone, 
and begging Pip’s forgiveness. And while Pip owes 
Joe his life and feels great guilt for the times he 
wished not to know Joe, he has often abused their 
friendship. Pip pays for his carelessness by suffer- 
ing and nearly dying, and by falling from great 
wealth back into poverty. His early innocence is 
the innocence to which he must return for forgive- 
ness, a prodigal son who remembers the simple 
truth. Estella is too late to reconcile with Miss Hav- 
isham, but she finally treats Pip as an equal in both 
endings to the novel. Estella has also learned the 
truth about power. While the law is not kind to 
Magwitch, he accepts it. The fairness of that is left 
to the reader to decide since Magwitch has had few 
chances to be anything in life but a convict. That 
he is Pip’s own convict is his redeeming quality, 
and in turn Magwitch has saved Pip’s humility by 
revealing that a criminal, not a lady, is providing 
the money to fulfill Pip’s grand expectations of 
joining the upper class. Magwitch has earned that 
money by the sweat of his brow, working as a com- 
mon sheep rancher in Australia and not by any 
criminal activity. He could have easily spent the 
money on himself instead of Pip. These truths are 
Pip’s salvation from a worthless, lazy, and arrogant 
life ike Drummle. Less obvious are those who have 
never learned what Pip has found. Uncle Pumble- 
chook and Miss Havisham’s relatives will continue 
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to curse others’ luck and their own lack of fortune. 
Guilty of not listening to his heart, Jaggers will live 
out his days by guarding his words and emotions. 
While hopelessly self-involved characters such as 
Drummle and Compeyson are condemned to die 
without acknowledging their own guilt, others such 
as Magwitch, Molly, and Estella will be forgiven 
for misdeeds that are either justifiable or beyond 
their ability to avoid. Told through Pip’s voice, the 
story shows that the power of forgiveness is great, 
for it is by mercy to others that one is forgiven. The 
law of the land that Pip once feared has little to do 
with real justice, for only by admitting his own guilt 
can he find happiness. As Pip concludes about him- 
self by remembering Herbert Pocket, Jr., “I was one 
day enlightened by the reflection, that perhaps the 
inaptitude had never been in him at all, but had 
been in me.” Or as Estella says to Pip upon meet- 
ing him again, “I am greatly changed. I wonder you 
know me.” 


Point of View 


The first-person narrator of Dickens’ Great 
Expectations is an adult Pip who tells the story in 
his own voice and from his own memory. What is 
distinctive about that voice is that it can so inti- 
mately recall the many small details of a little 
boy’s fear and misery, as well as the voices and 
dialects of others—from the rough country speech 
of Magwitch and Orlick to the deaf Aged Parent’s 
loud repetitions or the mechanically predictable 
things Jaggers says. Yet other details seem to be 
forgotten. Pip tells almost nothing of his beatings 
from Mrs. Joe, but a great deal about his fear of 
them, using adult vocabulary and concepts in these 
reflections. The opening scene with little Pip in the 
cemetery recalls the tombstones as looking like 
“lozenges,” soothing the throat of this mature nar- 
rator. This way, the adult Pip not only evaluates 
events as he remembers them but also adds a 
deeper insight than he would have had as a child. 
The story unfolds chronologically from Pip’s ear- 
liest memories to his most recent experiences. And 
while some critics justify Dickens’ revised ending, 
Pip’s development is most believable for modern 
readers if he parts from Estella with the final 
realization that he could never have been happy 
with her and her man-hating legacy from Miss 
Havisham. 
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Bildungsroman 


In Great Expectations, Pip must not only work 
out his problems but also sort out reality from his 
childhood dreams. Realistically, the only way that 
he can do this is by trial and error and learning 
from his mistakes. First comes his education, 
demonstrating that becoming a gentleman means 
more than having material wealth. Pip may read 
as many fine books as he can, but the most im- 
portant lessons come not from them (he does not 
quote from them) but from his analysis of real peo- 
ple and events in his society. While Drummle is 
financially wealthier than Herbert Pocket or Star- 
top, among Pip’s London friends, Drummle has no 
redeeming qualities nor does he value his friends, 
which Pip learns is the most important thing in his 
own life. In his development, Pip discovers that 
Miss Havisham has not been his kindly benefac- 
tor as he had assumed. Even so, he is able to both 
save her life and help her to find a little left of her 
soul before she dies. By helping someone who only 
appears to be better off than he is, he finds honor 
in his own name, as humble as that may be. It is 
ironic that the criminal Magwitch had insisted, as 
a condition of Pip’s allowance, that he keep his 
boyhood name “Pip” rather than “Phillip.” He 
finds that the requirements of maturity are taking 
responsibility for one’s actions, and this is what 
Pip must do by the end of the novel. He admits 
that he has at times been ashamed of his country 
life and friends. Pip also reveals that while he once 
enjoyed being treated royally by Uncle Pumble- 
chook and Tragg in town, he sees now that this 
was a false honor. The true nobility is in his home- 
coming, which is similar to the biblical prodiga! 
son’s return. Pip confesses to Joe and Biddy that 
he has been too proud to appreciate their unfailing 
love until he finally comes back to them with his 
new knowledge. 


Comic Relief 


With so many serious things to think about and 
the ever-present dangers that appear, Pip is always 
glad to slip away to Wemmick’s miniature castle, 
complete with a tiny moat and cannon, where all 
good things seem possible again in this stronghold 
against the evil of the outer world. One of the best 
features of the place is the stereotypical character 
of Wemmick’s father, the laughable Aged Parent. 
Good-natured, deaf, dependent, and weakened by 
age, the old man is no threat to Pip or to anyone. 
Instead, he requires the protection of those who 
have power in the world, that is to say Wemmick 
and Pip. Wemmick’s devotion to his old father 
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seems to Pip to be a wonderful thing, especially in 
a society that constantly seeks out the weak to take 
advantage of them. However, the fragility of the 
situation makes Wemmick’s house seem all the 
more magical. As close as it is to the unforgiving 
city life of London, it is a world apart—something 
about which Wemmick constantly cautions Pip. It 
is not to be mentioned to Jaggers or to anyone out- 
side of this rare and delightfully protected envi- 
ronment. Pip is rewarded for honoring Wemmick’s 
trust and friendship by being allowed to cook and 
watch over the Aged Parent, as well as being hon- 
ored as Wemmick’s only wedding guest who is not 
kin. Pip soon becomes as fiercely protective as 
Wemmick is of this place where evil dare not en- 
ter. 


Setting 

The distinctions between the city, the town, 
and the country are the most apparent shifts in Pip’s 
story. Although all of them harbor dangerous ele- 
ments, all of them also carry the forces of good. 
The difference is that the marsh folk are more ob- 
vious in their desires. Orlick is the example of a 
man without a soul, and Pip recognizes this from 
the beginning. It is no surprise when it is revealed 
that he was Mrs. Joe’s savage attacker. The fact 
that he would also kill Pip points out Orlick’s lack 
of distinction between those who deserve his 
vengeance and those who do not. He readily attacks 
anyone who gets in his way. However, in town 
Tragg’s boy makes Pip the laughingstock of all who 
have more in life than he will ever have, thus show- 
ing humor and a knowledge of the world that Or- 
lick does not have. Even so, Orlick believes he has 
power over others who may be better off than he 
is, which he tries to prove. By contrast, along Lon- 
don’s sooty streets are those who know Jaggers. 
They both fear and respect him as someone with 
the education and social power to help them. He is 
as impersonal as the buildings around him, but if 
he cannot save their lives they are certain that they 
could not have been saved by anyone. That kind of 
blind trust is not found in the village—where even 
Tragg’s boy dares to mock Pip—or on the marshes 
where brute strength may means survival. Of the 
three, the city is least likely to recognize individu- 
ality, which Pip indicates by noticing the overall 
dirtiness and decay of it as soon as he arrives there. 
A person may hide on the marshes or outside of 
the city, whereas the city has too many eyes to 
cover up anyone or any deed for long. Even Pip 
must escape to the suburbs (Wemmick’s) for a time 
to avoid those eyes. 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ Early 1800s: Workhouses were set up so that 
the poor and those who owed money had an al- 
ternative to debtors’ prison from which there 
was no escape without paying the debt; this was 
almost impossible if the debtor were unable to 
work. 


Today: The poor are being urged off of social 
welfare programs and into “workfare,” low-pay- 
ing jobs that teach skills but do not pay a living 
wage. 


¢ Early 1800s: Child labor was used and abused 
by industry with long hours and unsafe condi- 
tions in the workplace, especially the mines. If 
children got sick, there was no medical care for 
them except from charities, such as London’s 
Hospital for Sick Children begun in 1852 and 
supported by Charles Dickens. 


Today: Child labor laws are strictly enforced, 
and medical care for the poor is widely avail- 
able since social reform laws were enacted in 
the United States in the mid-1960s. 


e Early 1800s: Since most of England heated 
homes and industry with coal and peat, air pol- 
lution was visible and lung problems were wide- 
spread. Pip notices the grime and soot on every- 
thing in his first impression of the city and 
wonders how people could choose to live in such 
a dirty place. 


Today: Air pollution, although not always vis- 
ible in PCBs and ozone-depleting chemicals, is 
now one of our greatest global concerns. Con- 
tinual research explores new methods of cleaner 
heat, from solar power to natural gas. 


¢ Early 1800s: Dickens supported and cam- 
paigned for public backing for the so-called 
“Ragged Schools” where poor children could re- 
ceive some education. Despite their horrible 
conditions these schools were arguably better 
than complete neglect. 


Today: A modern belief in public education for 
all children owes much to such early reformers 
as Dickenssince that education has shown to im- 
prove society for all citizens. 


Historical Context 





Industrialization 

Nineteenth century England had flourishing 
cities and emerging industries. Machines made it 
possible for those with money to invest to earn 
great profits, especially with an abundance of poor 
people who were willing to work long hours at hard 
or repetitive jobs for little pay. By contrast, the rural 
system included landlords, farmers, and common 
laborers who owned no land. In this rural system 
that had existed for centuries, those without land 
had no hope of bettering their lives: once in 
poverty, always in poverty. These hopeless poor 
moved to the city on the dream of making their own 
fortunes; it was usual for working class families to 
send young children off to the factories for twelve- 
to fourteen-hour shifts or longer. Child labor laws 
would not be enacted until the 1860s. 


0 2 


Meanwhile, children and women were ideal 
workers because they did not form labor unions, 
and were easily intimidated, beaten, or fired if they 
protested against an employer’s mistreatment. 
School attendance was a luxury reserved for the 
children of parents who could afford to pay private 
tutors in addition to the family’s loss of income 
from a child’s labor. The first publicly funded el- 
ementary schools were not established until the 
1870s, when the demand for skilled laborers in- 
creased. The idea of high schools did not receive 
England’s public support until the turn of the cen- 
tury, after Dickens’ death. Meanwhile, the labor- 
saving machines that were to make a few people’s 
fortunes earned many others little more than bad 
health or early graves. 

The new money caused new needs. Prior to the 
nineteenth century, banking had been left to busi- 
nesses and was fairly informal, by reputation. Since 
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there had been iittle money to exchange, except by 
a well-known few, there had been little need for 
thal service. The Bank of England had been estab- 
lished in 1694, but it dealt mainly with govemment 
projects. Indusunialization changed that, and bank- 
ing houses became more numerous as 2 middle 
class emerged. New businesses needed to Dorrow 
money, and the rapid production of goods for a 
growing economy promised new wealth for both 
borrowers and lenders. That is how Pip found em- 
ployment for his frend, Herbert Pocket, who later 
hired Pip. 

Obviously, not all who tumed to the city for 
fortune found it. There were workhouses and 
debtors’ pnsons for those who failed to achieve 
their dreams of advancement. Those shut out from 
that promise lived in misery and often turned to 
cime. Since money was made in the city, the nse 
in Cnimina] acovity appeared there. As the number 
of jobless residents increased, so did the number of 
smugglers, pickpockets. thieves, and swindilers. 
Those with enough money to escape the soot and 
dangers of London, began to build up the towns, 
as we see In Wemmick's choice of address. Only 
the outlying country folk slaved much the same as 
they had for centuries, and we see Pip's travel is 
either by stagecoach or on foot. That was normal 
until the 1860s when the railroad finally connected 
the county to the city and the past to the new age 
of the machine. 


Critical OQverview 





Charles Dickens was often faulted by his early 
critics for writing with more melodrama or realism 
than suited his readers’ tastes. In 1861, E. 5. Dal- 
las suggested that this was part of Dickens’ charm: 
“Faults there are in abundance, but who is going to 
find fault when the very essence of the fun is tọ 
commit faults?” Yet Lady Carlisle once delicately 
commented, “I know there are such unfortunate be- 
ings as pickpockets and streetwalkers ... but I own 
I do not much wish to hear what they say to one 
another.” Likewise, in 1862 Mrs. Margaret 
Oliphant found the novel “feeble, fatigued, and col- 
orless,” yet defended Miss Havisham as “a very 
harmless and rather amiable old woman,” Suggest- 
ing that among Dickens’ readers were the Miss 
Havishams of that era, At the same time, other early 
critics viewed this book as a happy change of pace 
from Dickens’ so-called “Dark Period” of writing 
due to the novel. According to John Moore Capes 
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illustration by Frederic W. Patithorpe, from 
Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations. 


and J.E-E.D. Acton’s 1862 review, “We should be 
puzzled to name Mr. Dickens’ equal in the per- 
ception of the purely farcical, ludicrous, and pre- 
posterously funny.” 


As Humphrey House later reflected, “The 
whole [Victorian] class drift was upwards and there 
was no reason to suppose that it would ever stop 
being so,” meaning that in any age or economy peo- 
ple believe in whatever they hope for themselves. 
Other modern entics, however, tend to look on the 
novel as an example of Dickens’ “bulliant study of 
guilt.” In any case, tt is story-telling at its best. As 
Angus Calder comments in his introduction to the 
1965 Penguin Books edition, “The densely detailed 
surroundings, the strange life of these creatures, 
make the dialogue tense and convincing.” It i$ a 
hard book to put down because we believe in Pip 
and want to see him win out in the end. 


Yet even twentieth-century critics disagree 
with each other. While E. M. Forster faults Dick- 
ens for creating “two-dimensional” characters, 
George Orwell praises him by pointing out that 
“Dickens’ imagination overwhelms everything, 
like a weed.” Dorothy Van Ghent notes Dickens’ 
accuracy in describing “the complex inner life 
which we know men and women have.” And An- 
gus Calder notices that “Pip does not merely see 
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what has been there all the time; in the cases of 
Miss Havisham and Magwitch, he actively helps 
them to become better people near the end of their 
lives.” This is the theme and ethic of redemption, 
but not only for Pip. As Calder concludes, “The 
book begins with a beast-like man so hungry that 
he thinks of eating a little boy ..., haunted, like the 
rest of Dickens’ fiction, by jails and images of pris- 
ons.... [while] what makes men grow is fellow- 
ship.” Connecting and interacting with one another 
is Dickens’ timeless purpose for telling this story 
with all of its humorous twists and heart-wrench- 
ing turns. Considering all of the new discussion 
about the novel each year, Dickens seems to con- 
tinue to achieve his purpose—and amazingly well. 
By 1987, Bert G. Hornback had claimed the exis- 
tence of “more than two hundred adaptations of his 
[Dickens’] novels for the stage, and more than fifty 
versions produced as films for television.” 


Criticism 





Arnold A. Markley 


In the following essay, Markley, an assistant 
professor of English at Pennsylvania State Uni- 
versity, explains how the fact that Dickens’ novel 
was originally published serially had a profound 
effect on the creation of the story’s plot and char- 
acters. Markley also discusses the novel as repre- 
sentative of Dickens’ social concerns, which are a 
common feature in his novels. 


In the Victorian era, reading fiction was an ex- 
tremely favorite pastime, and new novels were 
commonly published in serial format in periodicals. 
Many writers such as Charles Dickens became 
quite popular and developed huge followings that 
dutifully bought the periodicals in which they were 
published month after month, hooked by the en- 
tertaining and suspenseful stories. Dickens began 
Great Expectations in the fall of 1860, publishing 
it in weekly installments that began in December 
of that year in his popular periodical All the Year 
Round. Many of Dickens’ earlier novels had been 
published serially as well, but usually in twenty in- 
stallments in a periodical issued only once a month. 
Because a weekly serial was necessarily shorter 
than one that came out only once a month, the in- 
stallments of Great Expectations needed to be 
much more concise, a publishing requirement that 
had a great effect on the ultimate structure of the 
novel, which is indeed more concise than many of 
Dickens’ earlier novels. 


104 


The fact that Victorian novels were published 
in installments had a great effect on the character- 
istics and style of those novels. For example, each 
installment characteristically ended with a “cliff- 
hanger” much like a soap opera on television; that 
is, a suspenseful ending designed to tease the reader 
into buying the next issue in order to find out what 
happens to the characters. Novelists also frequently 
created their characters with certain “character 
tags,” peculiar and often comic aspects of their 
physical appearances or way of talking in order to 
help readers remember each character from month 
to month. This was especially important for the mi- 
nor characters. Finally, such novels characteristi- 
cally included fantastic and extremely complex 
plots, all of the many strands of which were mirac- 
ulously tied together in the final installments, as is 
the case with Pip’s gradual discovery not only of 
the identity of his benefactor, but also of Estella’s 
real parents. In Great Expectations, all of the ma- 
jor characters have been introduced by the end of 
“The First Stage of Pip’s Expectations,” and all of 
the major strands of the plot have begun; Dickens 
continues to manipulate them throughout the next 
two thirds of the novel before tying them all to- 
gether at the end. 


The serial format of the novel also allowed for 
the peculiar situation of the ending of Great Ex- 
pectations. In Dickens’ original ending, Pip meets 
Estella in London many years after the events in 
the main part of the narrative, and hears of her trou- 
bles with Bentley Drummle and of her plans to 
marry again. The two characters part, and there is 
no suggestion that they will ever marry, or even 
that they will ever meet again. But when Dickens’ 
friend and fellow author Edward Bulwer-Lytton 
read the manuscript for this ending, he convinced 
Dickens to give the novel a happier ending, be- 
lieving that the reading public would be much more 
satisfied if he at least hinted that Pip and Estella 
will be free to marry at the end of the story. 


In the case of installments in weekly periodi- 
cals as opposed to monthly ones, many publishers 
and readers felt that autobiographical stories were 
more appropriate for publication. Autobiographical 
stories, which were reputedly “true,” generally 
managed to grip the reader emotionally much more 
quickly than a fictional story. Some scholars today, 
such as Janice Carlisle, believe that this may have 
contributed to Dickens’ decision to write Great Ex- 
pectations as if it were an autobiography, with a 
first person narrator, Pip, telling the story of his 
life. One of the most consistently praised aspects 
of the novel, and one of the things that makes it 
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such an extraordinary achievement, is Dickens’ 
masterful depiction of Pip’s personality. The entire 
story 1s presented to us through this main charac- 
ter’s eyes, which allows the reader a great deal of 
insight into Pip’s psychology. Because of this, 
readers through the years have tended to see Pip as 
a much more successful and more realistic charac- 
terization than many others of Dickens’ major char- 
acters. Some scholars have attributed the success 
of Pip as a character to the relationship of many of 
the situations and events in the novel to Dickens’ 
own life. Dickens himself came from a poor back- 
ground, and he was forced to work in a shoe black- 
ing company as a child. And, like Pip, he managed 
to improve his own “expectations” considerably 
with his phenomenal success years later as a nov- 
elist. 


The fact that Dickens so effectively invites his 
readers into the mind of his narrator and main char- 
acter, Pip, also gives great impact to the develop- 
ment of the novel’s themes. The main action of the 
novel involves Pip’s expectations to improve his 
lot in life, and the three “stages” of his transfor- 
mation from a poor boy living in a small town into 
a gentleman successful in the world of Victonan 
commerce. Initially believing his benefactor to be 
the wealthy Miss Havisham, Pip becomes a snob, 
and gradually becomes more and more embarrassed 
by his past, by his home, and particularly by his 
loyal and true friend, the humbie blacksmith Joe. 
Upon learning the true identity of his benefactor, 
however, Pip’s mistaken assumptions and his fu- 
ture expectations are dashed when he is forced to 
confront the fact that the man who has tumed him 
into a gentleman is none other than an uneducated 
and uncouth comunal. The reader who becomes 
caught up in Pip’s outlook, sharing his assumptions 
with him, experiences, like Pip, a surprise and an 
important lesson when those assumptions are shat- 
tered. 


The lesson that Pip learns comes in his grad- 
uaily growing to see the goodness and humanity of 
Magwitch, truly 2 nobie soul despite his past in- 
volvement in crime. Such a realization allows Pip, 
and the reader, to see the wrongness of a class struc- 
ture that implies that wealth and a high station in 
life are equal to high moral] virtue. After all, Mag- 
witch is portrayed as having a gentle and noble 
spirit, while the more suave and gentlemanly Com- 
peyson is a vicious and uofeeling criminal. Miss 
Havisham, too, who represents a wealthier class 
than that of Pip’s family, is not nis benefactor, but 
knowingly allows Pip to believe that she is as she 
involves him in her own schemes. Moreover, in 


Yetflumei 4 


Great 


Expectationes 





¢ Dickens’ Oliver Twist is the story of an orphan 
who overcomes his humble beginnings to prove 
humself worthy of the virtuous Nancy's love for 
him, and to overcome all of his notorious 
enemies. 


¢ William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair is from the 
same period as Dickens’ Great Expectations. 
Like it, the novel makes statements against so- 
cial class distinction and snobbery. However, 
Thackeray’s hero is a girl who inherits money 
and work to win the credibility and love of her 
readers. 


« Likewise, Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White 
has the theme of virtue overcoming adversity. 
Laura endures an unhappy marriage and the loss 
of her wealth to end by marrying her true love 
and giving birth to their son. Although Dicken- 
sian elements of plot twists and social themes 
occur, his humor may seem to be missing. 





looking back over the story line, the reader sees at 
the end that it was Pip’s simple act of stealing food 
as a small boy to help the escaped Magwitch that 
led to his “great expectations,” and not his appeal 
to Miss Havisham as a future mate for Estella, as 
he had convinced himself throughout the early part 
of the novel. Through the stages of his personal and 
psychological development, Pip expenences a 
change of heart, and learns the value of a true 
friend, finally seeing Joe and Biddy, the humble 
friends of his youth, as the Joyal friends who have 
always stood by him despite his aspirations to nse 
above them in class. 

By charting Pip’s gradual change throughout 
the novel, Dickens manages to tilustrate an impor- 
tant aspect of the socio-ecomonic context of his 
times. As the Industrial Revolution continued to 
change the nature of commerce in Engiand and be- 
yond throughout the nineteenth century, a middle 
class gradually emerged where before there had 
been only the aristocrats who were bom wealthy, 
and the lower classes. In many ways Pip represents 
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the kind of middle class “gentleman” that was quite 
common during this time; that is, a gentleman who 
had established himself in a successful business and 
a comfortable lifestyle despite the fact that he had 
been born into poorer circumstances. If he had been 
born a century earlier, Pip would not have so eas- 
ily found the means to rise out of his social station 
and enter a higher one through Magwitch’s and his 
own success in business ventures. 


This kind of social commentary is common in 
Dickens’ works. Often he took the opportunity to 
criticize aspects of contemporary British culture 
that troubled him, like Victorian standards of edu- 
cation, the legal system, or crime and British pris- 
ons, which indeed he takes the opportunity to ex- 
amine even in Great Expectations when Pip visits 
the notorious Newgate Prison in London. Before 
Great Expectations, many readers had begun to feel 
that the novels that Dickens wrote in the 1850s, 
such as Bleak House and Hard Times, had become 
too dark, gloomy, and depressing, and they missed 
the humor and the appealing characterizations of 
such popular earlier novels as Oliver Twist, The Old 
Curiosity Shop, and David Copperfield. Such read- 
ers were much pleased by Great Expectations, be- 
cause, despite Dickens’ occasional lapses into so- 
cial criticism, they found such figures as the 
self-important Uncle Pumblechook, the would-be 
actor Mr. Wopsle, and the comic family of the 
Pockets worthy of comparison with the humorous 
caricatures that made the earlier novels so popular. 


In addition to the character of Pip, Great Ex- 
pectations offers many characters that add a rich 
texture to any interpretation of the novel. Some crit- 
ics have found an unusual opportunity for under- 
standing the place of women in Victorian culture 
and their role in Victorian fiction by studying the 
women in this novel: the kind Biddy, who 1s able 
to guess the identity of Mrs. Joe’s attacker, and who 
sees more clearly than anyone the painful effects 
of Pip’s selfish aspirations, and Molly, the myste- 
rious woman who had been unwilling to suffer the 
degradation of her husband Magwitch’s infidelity 
without a fight. Of particular interest is the pecu- 
liar and memorable case of Miss Havisham and her 
adopted daughter Estella. Miss Havisham embod- 
ies the wrath of a woman who has been cheated 
and abandoned by a reputed lover, and as a result 
she is a woman who has refused to accept the pas- 
sage of time. The clocks in her house were stopped 
forever when she learned of her lover’s duplicity, 
and the shoe she was in the process of putting on 
when she heard the news remains off of her foot. 
Her rotting wedding dress and cake represent the 
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spoiled hopes that are turned into hatred as she plots 
her revenge by raising a heartless child to break the 
hearts of men. Far from the generous benefactor 
she appears to be to Pip, she lures him into her 
plans to make Estella into a cold and condescend- 
ing young lady. And the outcome of Miss Hav- 
isham’s plans offer the reader a lesson as well; she 
comes to find that she herself can expect no affec- 
tion from a child she has raised without affection, 
and the vindictive life that she raised Estella to live 
becomes a sham and a tragedy when Estella enters 
a bad marriage with the abusive Bentley Drummle. 


Other characters, such as the gentle blacksmith 
Joe, the lawyer Jaggers with his scores of grateful 
clients, and Jaggers’ clerk Wemmick also con- 
tribute to the indelible impression of Great Expec- 
tations on the reader. Wemmick, particularly, is one 
of Dickens’ most idiosyncratic and endearing char- 
acters, with his clearly delineated private side in 
which he serves Jaggers with the utmost profes- 
sional discretion, and his diametrically opposed 
personal side in which he takes care of his stone 
deaf father, “the Aged P,” in their impenetrable 
suburban cottage built to resemble a castle com- 
plete with cannon, moat and drawbridge. It is char- 
acters like Wemmick, and Joe, and Miss Havisham, 
in addition to the remarkably realistic characteri- 
zation of Pip, that make Great Expectations one of 
Dickens’ greatest works, and indeed one of the 
finest achievements of the Victorian novel. Like the 
Victorian readers who hurried to buy the latest is- 
sue of the magazine to read the latest in Pip’s ad- 
ventures, readers through the years have continued 
to find the experience of reading Great Expecta- 
tions to be compelling and endlessly entertaining. 


Source: Arnold A. Markley, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Lucille P. Shores 


In the excerpt below, Shores argues that the 
character of Estella, often regarded as cold and 
cruel, acts with genuine affection and honesty in 
her relationship with Pip. 


A close inspection of the speeches and gestures 
which Dickens gives to Estella can easily give 
credit to the notion that she has a great deal of re- 
spect and affection for Pip, but Dickens never ac- 
tually has Pip put this forth as a revelation, simply 
because Pip continues to remain ignorant of it. He 
does not even give the retrospective “if-I-knew- 
then-what-I-know-now” analysis of this situation 
that he does in the cases of Joe and Magwitch. We 
are probably not accustomed to this much subtlety 
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in Dickens; we are used to having him spell out his 
meanings for us very clearly. But the possibility of 
Estella’s sincere affection for Pip should not be dis- 
missed simply because Dickens does not give it the 
heavy underlining he usually gives; for this is an 
area of emotion in which Dickens the man had a 
customary reticence. 


Although Estella has been trained by Miss 
Havisham to be instinctively proud and insulting, 
it can be seen that as a woman she is consistently 
gentle with Pip—in her own way, of course. She 
has a deep-rooted dislike of all the Pockets, from 
her awareness of their malicious envy of her, and 
Pip early wins her favor by being her champion 
against them. Even as a child, she rewards him with 
a kiss when he bests Herbert Pocket in their sense- 
less (but very believable) fisticuffs. And as an adult, 
she states clearly and unequivocally that the Pock- 
ets’ ill-opinion of him only strengthens her favor- 
able opinion of Pip and that she derives bitter plea- 
sure from the fact that he is above their petty 
meannesses. Even at the height of his unjustified 
snobbishness, Pip never comes close to the preten- 
tiousness, intolerance, and avariciousness of the 
Pocket clan (Herbert and Matthew of course ex- 
cepted). It is Pip’s enduring decency and essential 
simplicity that cause Estella to regard him, albeit 
rather grudgingly at times, as her hero; he is un- 
doubtedly a refreshing contrast to all she has been 
used to. 


But besides this rather abstract respect which 
Estella has for Pip, we can also infer that she is at- 
tracted to him as a man. The scene where Pip and 
Estella first meet as adults is handled with a re- 
straint characteristic of Victorian fiction in general 
and Dickens in particular, but nevertheless it can 
give a remarkably clear impression, if attention is 
paid to it. 


“Is he changed?” Miss Havisham asked her. 
“Very much,” said Estella, looking at me. 


“Less coarse and common?” said Miss Havisham, 
playing with Estella’s hair. 


Estella laughed, and looked at the shoe in her hand, 
and laughed again, and looked at me, and put the shoe 
down. She treated me as a boy still, but she lured me 
on. 


The shoe, of course, is a symbolic shoe (re- 
minding us of Miss Havisham’s bridal slippers), 
but it is also a very right detail in this scene. Dick- 
ens has intuitively been able to capture here the ex- 
act behavior of a young woman who is sexually at- 
tracted to a man and embarrassed by her feelings. 
Estella has long schooled herself in “perfect com- 
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posure,” but she is unable to conceal completely 
her physical awareness; Pip takes this reaction, in 
a quite typically male way, as an enticement. It is 
her unexpected womanliness that causes him to re- 
treat to boyishness. 


Any post-Freudian reader should be able to 
discern that Estella’s notorious pride is only a de- 
fense against her feelings of inadequacy. Even 
though she is not aware that she is in fact the daugh- 
ter of such “low” characters as Magwitch and 
Molly, she knows all too well that she is only Miss 
Havisham’s adopted daughter and that she has quite 
arbitrarily been placed in a position of gentility. It 
is probably this very defensiveness about the pre- 
cariousness of her own genteel situation that makes 
her as a child chide Pip for his coarseness and 
commonness. She has been continually beset by 
Miss Havisham’s relatives, who resent her as the 
heiress of fortunes that could be theirs; she has been 
made to feel like an usurper. And when the artifi- 
ciality of her upbringing becomes contrasted with 
the naturalness of Pip’s, she seems to become all 
the more resentful of this life that she has had 
forced on her without her consent. As a woman, 
she knows that Miss Havisham has warped her per- 
sonality beyond repair, and she is ashamed of what 
she has become. But with an admirable matter-of- 
factness she accepts her own limitations, and quite 
unselfishly she refuses to burden Pip with them. 
Again and again she sincerely warns him away 
from her; there is nothing coy about her manner of 
doing so. 


“Oh! I have a heart to be stabbed in or shot in, I have 
no doubt,” said Estella, “and, of course, if it ceased 
to beat I should cease to be. But you know what I 
mean. I have no softness there, no—sympathy—sen- 
timent—nonsense.”’ 


She asserts that she cannot love, and in the con- 
ventional sense she is probably right. Just as with 
Pip, conventional notions do not apply to her. Pip’s 
love is a strongly emotional and uncontrollable sen- 
sation; he knows it must appear absurd to other peo- 
ple, but he cannot help it. But Pip has repeatedly 
shown himself to be first a boy and then a young 
man given to extravagance and hyperbole. It is nat- 
ural for him to behave as he does—for him to have 
an exaggerated love and to display it in an exagger- 
ated way. It is equally natural for Estella, who from 
her babyhood on has had all her personality chan- 
neled into artificial restraints, to behave in the muted, 
subdued, tightly controlled way she does. She has 
been taught by Miss Havisham not to love, but then 
to Miss Havisham real love consists of “blind de- 
votion, unquestioning self-humiliation, utter sub- 
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mission, trust and belief against yourself and against 
the whole world, giving up your whole heart and 
soul to the smiter.” It is small wonder that Estella is 
not able to recognize her feeling for Pip as love. 


Estella is only instinctively aware that Pip is 
different from all other people and that he somehow 
deserves a different and better treatment. Her re- 
jection of Pip, which is almost universally con- 
demned by critics as showing her pitilessness, is ac- 
tually a very laudable sort of nobility and altruism. 
She knows that she cannot make Pip happy (Bernard 
Shaw is quite night in saying that Estella’s charac- 
ter is not conducive to providing connubial happi- 
ness), and she has too much affection for him to 
link her unhappy life with his. When Pip reproaches 
her for flinging herself away on a brute like Bent- 
ley Drummle, her reply is incisive and illuminating. 

“On whom should I fling myself away?” she retorted 
with a smile. “Should I fling myself away upon the 
man who would the soonest feel (if people do feel 
such things) that I took nothing to him? There! It is 
done. I shall do well enough, and so will my hus- 
band. As to leading me into what you call this fatal 
step, Miss Havisham would have had me wait, and 
not marry yet; but I am tired of the life I have led, 
which has had very few charms for me, and I am 


willing enough to change it. Say no more. We shall 
never understand each other.” 


“Such a mean brute, such a stupid brute!” I urged in 
despair. 


“Don’t be afraid of my being a blessing to him,” said 
Estella; “I shall not be that. Come! Here is my hand. 
Do we part on this, you visionary boy—or man?” 


Several things should become obvious upon 
inspection of this passage. One is that Estella is cer- 
tainly not marrying Drummle for his money, as 
most critics blithely state in their summaries of the 
novel’s plot. She is also not acting mechanically as 
an instrument of Miss Havisham; she is, 1n fact, de- 
fying Miss Havisham and seeking escape from the 
life her foster mother has subjected her to. But more 
importantly, she is surely marrying Drummle be- 
cause she feels herself to be unworthy of Pip; she 
has chosen Drummle precisely because he has 
nothing to recommend him and she feels he is the 
only sort of husband to whom she can do no harm. 
And again her attraction to Pip should be clear just 
in a phrase like “you visionary boy—or man”; this 
is a charmingly revealing kind of thing that a 
woman would say to a man whose quixoticism she 
regards with affectionate humor. 


Up to the very end, Dickens has her maintain 
this reserve with Pip—and it is a reserve rather than 
an actual coldness. She has been willing through 


all these years not to see Pip, and even when they 
meet again she has not sought him out; she gave 
him up thoroughly, even though the passing of 
years has evidently made it harder rather than eas- 
ier for her to forget him. The last dialogue she is 
given to say is a declaration that even though now 
they have forgiven each other old wrongs and 
agreed to be friends, they must continue apart. Even 
now, she does not trust herself with Pip’s happi- 
ness. 


But of course the point is that Pip does not re- 
ally want to be happy—again, in the conventional 
sense. He has said repeatedly that he is not happy 
with Estella, but even less happy without her. And 
the fact that all these people who condemn the 
“happy ending” miss is that it is not happy at all. 
Pip and Estella come together quite by accident; 
neither has determined to redeem his life by seek- 
ing out the other. Each has been shattered by many 
disillusioning and trying experiences. And Dickens 
leaves the actual conditions of their reunion quite 
ambiguous. “I saw no shadow of another parting 
from her.” There is no reason, except maudlin sen- 
timentality, to suppose that this means that they got 
married and lived happily ever after. It should sim- 
ply mean that Pip no longer feels threatened by a 
separation from her, in his old desperate way. At 
any rate, it should be clear that if Pip and Estella 
do at last come together, it is only because now fi- 
nally they can understand each other (as Estella 
supposed they never could) and admit their mutual 
need, which has grown more subtle but not less ur- 
gent with age. 


It is often dismissed as mere sloppiness on 
Dickens’ part that he did not go back and revise 
Pip’s early observations of Estella if, m fact, even- 
tually he is to win and marry her, as the new end- 
ing seems to suggest. But Dickens was almost 
never a sloppy writer, and certainly not in Great 
Expectations. An author who would be careful 
enough to change a preposition in Biddy’s letter 
would certainly not let something as crucial as a 
major inconsistency of tone slip by him. If he left 
the strain of melancholy in Pip’s retrospective re- 
marks about Estella, it was surely because he felt 
that this tone continued to be appropriate, even with 
the revised ending. Pip’s and Estella’s meeting is 
not a joyous reunion and a promise that now every- 
thing will be all right; it is the somber and solemn 
merger of two people who realize resignedly that 
each is the other’s fate. 


The years and her harsh experiences have only 
rendered Estella more humble in her regard for Pip. 


Novels Students 


for 


Because now she has had ample time to think about 
her feelings for him and to realize consciously what 
she only sensed instinctively before: that he has al- 
ways been for her, in his own bumbling way, a 
hero. A woman who can speak with quiet restraint 
of “the remembrance of what I had thrown away 
when I was quite ignorant of its worth” shows no 
traces of Edwin Charles’s wilful girl who finally 
triumphs by bringing Pip to her feet. 


The name Estella of course means “star,” and 
much has been made of the symbolism of Estella 
both as a star and as a jewel. One of Pip’s first re- 
marks about Estella is that “her light came along 
the dark passage like a star.” There are occasions 
when Pip regards the stars as being cold and dis- 
tant and perhaps even hostile, and they provide a 
contrast to the heat and brightness of the light of 
Joe’s forge. But even though a star may seem cold 
and distant, it is always accepted as a reliable bea- 
con and guide; and Estella, for all her reserve, is 
never false to Pip—never, in fact, anything but per- 
fectly candid and also sound in her assessments of 
human nature. She says to Pip in the end, “J have 
been bent and broken, but—I hope—into a better 
shape.” She has passed through the homely black- 
smith’s fire, just as Pip has, and she no longer pos- 
sesses the same sort of lofty removal from things 
as she had in her reflected, starry light. 


This is not a fairy-tale sort of happiness that 
Dickens is presenting us with. It is the very real 
sort of compromise that men and women make to 
each other, when life inexplicably but inevitably 
thrusts them together. Bulwer Lytton was probably 
reacting with basic human sympathy when he in- 
sisted that Pip and Estella should be reunited; there 
is nothing forced or contrived about such a cir- 
cumstance. Dickens created in Estella a character 
who could not be denied her rights as an individ- 
ual. If we react to what Dickens actually shows us 
of Estella’s character, then we cannot make facile 
judgments of her as a heartless she-monster who 
will make Pip’s life wretched and whose union with 
him is therefore inappropriate. Dickens has suc- 
ceeded, almost in spite of himself, in portraying an 
honest and attractive woman who deserves the hero 
Pip proves himself to be. 


Source: Lucille P. Shores, “The Character of Estella in 
Great Expectations,” in Massachusetts Studies in English, 
Fall, 1972, pp. 91-99. 


Robert Barnard 


In the following excerpt, Barnard describes 
Dickens’ symbolic use of prison and animal im- 
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agery to suggest the transference of guilt from one 
character to another. 


It becomes clear through a variety of subtle 
means in the early chapters of Great Expectations 
that the young Pip soaks up guilt like a sponge. 
From the moment he knows he has to rob the larder, 
everything around him takes on an accusatory or 
revengeful air. The very coals in the household fire 
seem to him “avenging,” he dreams of pirates who 
summon him to be hanged, the boards on the stair- 
case cry “Stop thief,” the cattle (especially one with 
a clerical air) accuse him, and even the gates and 
dykes run at him as if they were pursuers. The 
whole picture of a guilty and terrified childish mind 
is remarkably vivid, so much so that the reader is 
never tempted to stop and ask himself whether the 
depravity Pip feels in himself is commensurate with 
the offense he has committed. He has deprived him- 
self of a piece of bread and butter, and stolen ran- 
dom items of food from the family larder-no very 
enormous sins in the mind of the average child. 
Even granting the distorted vision of a terrified boy, 
it would seem that Pip is exaggerating his crime. 


But of course the guilt he feels on the score of 
this minor theft is only part of a larger guilt—con- 
genital, as it were, since it seems to have been gen- 
erally regarded as criminally stupid in him to al- 
low himself to be born at all—fostered in him by 
his sister, his sister’s friends, and his surroundings. 
To Mrs. Joe he is not just a burden; he is a delin- 
quent, to be treated as such. As a suitable topic for 
conversation during that most appallingly unmerry 
Christmas dinner which follows the second meet- 
ing with the convict, she regales the company with 
a catalogue of “all the illnesses I had been guilty 
of, and all the acts of sleeplessness I had commit- 
ted, and all the high places I had tumbled from, and 
all the low places I had tumbled into, and all the 
injuries I had done myself, and all the times she 
had wished me in my grave, and I had contuma- 
ciously refused to go there.” When, after the con- 
vict-hunt, he is sleepy, she removes him as “a slum- 
brous offence to the company’s eyesight.” The very 
food she allows him is given “a mortifying and pen- 
itential character.” The rest of the company follows 
suit. It is Pip’s misfortune, both in childhood and 
in adulthood, to be brought into contact with over- 
bearing characters whose most usual method of 
conducting a conversation is inquisitorial. His po- 
sition vis-à-vis Pumblechook and Jaggers is at best 
that of a slippery witness, at worst that of a crimi- 
nal in the dock. Whether it is Pumblechook stick- 
ing the point of the conversation into him as 1f he 
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were “an unfortunate little bull in a Spanish arena,” 
or Jaggers, gnawing his forefinger and throwing it 
at him, Pip’s position is as abject as that of any 
nineteenth-century delinquent, before the court on 
a trivial but capital charge. 


The notion that Pip’s fallen condition requires 
constant repentance and moral “touching up” is 
metaphorically expressed through the clothes he is 
forced into. They, like his diet, are of a “peniten- 
tial” character: 


As to me, I think my sister must have had some gen- 
eral idea that I was a young offender whom an Ac- 
coucheur Policeman had taken up (on my birthday) 
and delivered over to her, to be dealt with according 
to the outraged majesty of the law. I was always 
treated as though I had insisted on being born in op- 
position to the dictates of reason, religion, and moral- 
ity, and against the dissuading arguments of my best 
friends. Even when I was taken to have a new suit 
of clothes, the tailor had orders to make them like a 
kind of Reformatory, and on no account to let me 
have the free use of my limbs. 


The intensive concentration on Pip’s feelings 
of guilt and delinquency culminate in the extraor- 
dinary suggestion that he himself is in some way 
responsible for the attack on his sister. Orlick, the 
real attacker, puts it bluntly during the scene in the 
sluice-house by the lime kiln: “It was you as did 
for your shrew sister.” The more conventional Pip 
of those days replies: “It was you, villain.” The 
younger Pip would have had a more ambiguous re- 
action. The attack occurs after two scenes in which 
the imaginary guilt is very obviously laid on Pip’s 
shoulders. First we have the scene where he is 
“bound” to Joe, and treated as a criminal by court, 
family, and by-standers alike—especially by Pum- 
blechook, who held him “as if we had looked in on 
our way to the scaffold.” Then the reading of 
George Barnwell fixes on him, in his own eyes as 
well as Wopsle’s and Pumblechook’s, the role of 
ungrateful and murderous apprentice. The feeling 
that he had “had some hand in the attack upon my 
sister” is intensified when the weapon is found to 
be the convict’s leg-iron, the symbol of Pip’s 
“criminal” connection with the convict. 


In all these ways, some with comic overtones, 
some completely serious, a degree of uncertainty 
is given to the question of guilt and innocence in 
this novel. With the exception of Joe, who is still 
in a paradisaic state of grace and innocence, the 
guilt of one character tinges the other characters, 
just as the moral regeneration of one character 
tinges the others. Thus all the characters participate 
in the fallen state of the others, and participate in 
their redemption too. Sin and crime are complex, 


both in their causes and in their consequences. In 
this novel the involved coincidences and connec- 
tions, the gradual revelation of past wrongs which 
provide guilty links between disparate characters— 
in short the creaky machinery of a Dickens novel, 
so clumsily handled in Little Dorrit, for example— 
have an artistic purpose which totally justifies 
them. Magwitch, Miss Havisham, Pip, and Estella 
are connected by chains of guilt and corruption, and 
their roles as betrayers and betrayed, corruptors and 
corrupted, are deliberately allowed to become am- 
biguous. Miss Havisham, betrayed by Magwitch’s 
associate, herself corrupts both Pip and Estella; 
Pip’s childish pity for the convict starts a process 
of regeneration in him which itself contributes ma- 
terially to the process of corruption in Pip. Guilt is 
infectious: Jaggers compulsively washes it off with 
scented soap; Pip feels contaminated by Newgate; 
when Magwitch is spied on after his return, it isPip 
who gets the “haunting idea” of being watched, and 
who feels that, if the convict is caught, he, Pip, will 
in some way be his murderer. In this matter of guilt 
and crime the characters are members one of an- 
other. 


This fact, of course, explains why Newgate 
Prison has so often been felt by readers to have an 
importance in the novel quite incommensurate with 
the space devoted to it. Corruption spreads out- 
wards from there, and almost all the major charac- 
ters are affected by that corruption. In addition, a 
real prison is necessary to reinforce the many “im- 
ages” of prison in the novel. Prison is no mere 
“overspill” theme from Dickens’ previous novels; 
it is an inevitable concomitant of the main theme. 
Miss Havisham’s crazy self-immolation is no mere 
repetition with variations of Mrs. Clennam’s grim 
voluntary imprisonment in Little Dorrit; it is a still 
more powerful symbol of man’s propensity to cher- 
ish his emotional wounds, distort them to mere the- 
atricality, use them as an excuse to pervert others. 
In all the scenes involving Satis House, strong em- 
phasis is placed on keys, bars, chains, and blocked 
windows. And throughout the novel the windows 
of rooms Pip is in give no view of the world out- 
side: they are shuttered, dirty, damp, “patched like 
a broken head.” One comes down “like a guillo- 
tine” and nearly beheads him as he tries to look 
through. Everywhere he goes Pip feels shut in, 
“caged and threatened” as he describes himself in 
the little causeway inn on the Thames. Innocence 
provides no escape from the prisons; indeed, the 
only way Wemmick can keep his innocence free 
from the contamination of Newgate is by shutting 
himself off from the world in his miniature castle 
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at Walworth. Prisons, then, permeate the book, 
though not quite so completely as in Little Dorrit. 


And, unlike Little Dorrit, the novel is also sat- 
urated with other aspects of punishment and legal 
repression, used symbolically. For example, Pip’s 
“guilty” connection with the convict leads to his 
metaphorically bearing his leg-iron as well. The 
bread and butter he secretes becomes a “load on 
my leg,” and that “made me think ... of the man 
with the load on his leg.” The cold morning earth 
rivets itself to the young Pip’s feet “as iron was riv- 
eted to the leg of the man.” The convict, and his 
messenger at the Jolly Bargemen who “rubs his 
leg,” never appear but that we are reminded again 
of the iron and the associations it has for Pip. 


Chains, too, pervade the novel: on a literal 
level, obviously enough, on the door of Satis House 
and attached to Jaggers’ watch, sign of his mastery 
of the underworld characters he deals with. The 
symbolic use is more interesting. In a Dickens 
novel we usually have a symbol of “destiny,” the 
complex interweaving of people, events, and past 
actions which provides the plot of the novel and 
makes the characters what they are. Often this sym- 
bol is quite a conventional one: in Little Dorrit it 
is a road; in this novel we have the river and the 
ships on it, which are several times identified with 
Miss Havisham and Pip’s delusions concerning his 
expectations from her. But Pip’s real destiny is con- 
nected with a chain: 


Think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, 
of thorns or flowers, that would never have bound 
you, but for the formation of the first link on one 
memorable day. 


The significance of the symbol becomes more 
explicit when Magwitch returns. Now he ts no 
longer a man, to be pitied, but an object: “what I 
was chained to.” When Pip comes to contemplate 
the realities of his situation, as opposed to the rosy 
vision of a calm sea and prosperous voyage with 
which he had been deluding himself, he realizes 
that Magwitch has been “loading me with his 
wretched gold and silver chains.” 


Similarly the “traps” which have sealed Mag- 
witch’s destiny catch Pip as well. The traps are set 
both by the law and Compeyson. Early in the novel 
the convicts are described as game “trapped in a 
circle”; Compeyson’s criminal activities involve 
the entrapping of others: “All sorts of traps as Com- 
peyson could set with his hand and keep his legs 
out of ... was Compeyson’s business.” Magwitch 
sees these traps as an occupational hazard of his 
kind: “I’m an old bird now, as had dared all man- 
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ner of traps since he was fledged.” Pip is less adept 
at keeping out of them; indeed, he makes his own. 
Jaggers is compared to a man who sets a trap— 
“Suddenly—click—you’re caught”—and Pip is a 
victim of his legalistic equivocations. The sluice- 
house is described as a trap, which indeed it is, set 
by Orlick. But his delusions concerning Estella are 
at least partly of his own construction: “You made 
your own snares,” says Miss Havisham. 


Perhaps the most subtle way Dickens suggests 
the transference of guilt from one character to an- 
other is by his use of the image of the dog. In chap- 
ter iii, while Pip, with the pity for his desolation 
which is to have such momentous consequences, is 
watching the convict eating the food he has brought 
him, a comparison occurs to his mind which is to 
reverberate through the novel: 


I had often watched a large dog of ours eating his 
food; and I now noticed a decided similarity betwen 
the dog’s way of eating, and the man’s. The man took 
strong sharp sudden bites, just like the dog. He swal- 
lowed, or rather snapped up, every mouthful, too 
soon and too fast; and he looked sideways here and 
there while he ate, as if he thought there was danger 
in every direction of somebody’s coming to take the 
pie away. He was altogether too unsettled in his mind 
over it, to appreciate it comfortably, I thought, or to 
have anybody to dine with him, without making a 
chop with his jaws at the visitor. In all of which par- 
ticulars he was very like the dog. 


It is a comparison which has been hinted at on 
the convict’s first appearance in the churchyard— 
“a man ... who limped and shivered, and glared 
and growled”—and which is maintained through- 
out the early chapters in which he appears. The sol- 
diers growl at the captured pair “as if to dogs,” as 
Pip is to remember when he travels home from 
London in the company of the two other convicts. 
It is, indeed, an identification which Magwitch 
himself accepts, using it as a description of him- 
self only less frequently than his favorite 
“warmint.” When he hears of the existence of the 
escaped convict Compeyson he vows to “pull him 
down like a bloodhound.” When he reappears to 
reveal to Pip the source of his expectations, he 
refers to himself as “that there hunted dunghill dog 
wot you kep life in.” At this time, in spite of his 
resolution to keep “a genteel muzzle on,” he dis- 
gusts Pip not only by his low talk, but by his eat- 
ing: 


He ate in a ravenous way that was very disagreeable, 
and all his actions were uncouth, noisy and greedy. 
Some of his teeth had failed him since I saw him eat 
on the marshes, and as he turned his food in his 
mouth, and turned his head sideways to bring his 
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strongest fangs to bear upon it, he looked terribly like 
a hungry old dog. 


Though the novel is full of animal imagery, the 
identification of the convict with a dog, by impli- 
cation a miserable, starved cur, 1s interesting be- 
cause no other character, except perhaps Pumble- 
chook, is so surely and continuously identified with 
any one species. The comparison is not a particu- 
larly surprising or unusual one, but what makes it 
especially significant is that it spills over onto the 
young Pip. The convict himself calls him “young 
dog” and “fierce young hound,” and this last phrase 
is remembered with anguish by Pip when he fears 
that the convict will imagine it was he who betrayed 
him. But it is later in the book, when Pip himself 
is in the position of the despised outcast, that the 
comparison comes through most clearly. Curiously 
enough, it comes in a scene in which he is being 
fed: 


She came back, with some bread and meat and a lit- 
tle mug of beer. She put the mug down on the stones 
of the yard, and gave me the bread and meat without 
looking at me, as insolently as if I were a dog in dis- 
grace. I was so humiliated, hurt, spurned, offended, 
angry, sorry—I cannot hit the right name for the 
smart—God knows what its name was—that tears 
started to my eyes. 


It is through his treatment by Estella, so dif- 
ferent from the spirit in which he himself watched 
the convict, that he comes to find himself in the po- 
sition of the hunted convict whom he had feared 
and compassionated: a spurned outcast, despised, 
almost beneath contempt, his humanity degraded 
or denied, reduced to the level of a beast. 


It is through the use of this image that we see 
most clearly that, as Pip takes over the same 
metaphor as the convict, he assumes his share in 
his guilt and emotionally comprehends his position 
in society. The child can both pity the convict and 
put himself imaginatively in his position. The 
young man with “expectations” and a horror of 
crime can do neither, which makes doubly ironical 
Magwitch’s part in bringing about this change in 
character. 


Source: Robert Barnard, “Imagery and Theme in Great Ex- 
pectations,” in Dickens Studies Annual, 1970, pp. 238-51. 
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By the time The Handmaid’s Tale was published 
in 1985, Margaret Atwood had already been an in- 
ternationally recognized figure in literature for 
twenty years. Her work has been characterized as 
having a “feminist” focus, and this novel certainly 
fit into that simple understanding; the story de- 
scribes a society where dehumanization of women 
is not just a custom but actually the law. 


What keeps the novel from being only a work 
of propaganda for feminist ideology is the com- 
plexity and roundness of all of the characters. 
Among the male characters, one is willing to fight 
with the underground against the oppressive gov- 
ernment and another, who is at the top of this male- 
oriented social order, feels trapped by it and se- 
cretly breaks the laws in order to indulge himself 
in simple, meaningless pleasure. The female char- 
acters may be oppressed, but they are not portrayed 
as powerless victims. The novel’s harshest judge- 
ments are applied to the Handmaid-in-training who 
sells out her own integrity by declaring her own 
guilt for being raped as a child, and to the narrator 
herself for lacking the nerve to help the under- 
ground resistance movement. 


The Handmaid’s Tale was a best seller at the 
time of its publication. It is possible that Atwood’s 
reputation and the appeal of reading about con- 
temporary social issues such as toxic waste, abor- 
tion and pornography helped its initial rise to fame, 
but its continuing popularity surely rests on its 
seamless, chillingly believable blending of modern 
religious fundamentalist attitudes with the histori- 
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The Handmaid’s Tale 


local stores. Every day she walks with Ofglen, an- 
other Handmaid, through guarded checkpoints. 
While shopping they see a pregnant Handmaid, and 
Offred recognizes her as an acquaintance from the 
Center named Janine. On the way home they walk 
past the prison wall where six bodies of “war crim- 
inals” hang. She explains that they were probably 
doctors or scientists who were executed for past 
“crimes” against society. 


Part П 

One afternoon she inspects her room and finds 
the indecipherable message “Nolite te bastardes 
carborundorum” scratched into the floor. Later dur- 
ing her monthly checkup at the gynecologist, her 
doctor offers personally to help her become preg- 
nant. She is afraid of getting caught but acknowl- 
edges that a pregnancy will lead to her salvation. 


While resting in her room she thinks back to 
the first time she saw her friend, Moira, at the Cen- 
ter; she had obviously been beaten. She also recalls 
Janine “testifying” about her gang rape and subse- 
quent abortion, and, spurred on by jeering women, 
admitting full responsibility for these actions. Of- 
fred explains that the Aunts encouraged these tes- 
tifying sessions as a “good example” for the oth- 
ers. Returning to the present, she dreams of her 
husband Luke and painful memories of trying and 
failing to escape with him and her daughter across 
the border. 


That night she comes downstairs for the Cer- 
emony, a required monthly ritual. The Ceremony 
begins with the Commander reading aloud a pas- 
sage about procreation from the Bible. Then Of- 
fred lies on Serena’s bed between her legs while 
the Commander tries to impregnate her. She senses 
his detachment and Serena’s anger. Back in her 
room, she rubs the butter she has saved from din- 
ner on her face to keep her skin soft, since Hand- 
maids are not allowed any lotion. Later that night 
she creeps downstairs, thinking she will steal some- 
thing. Nick discovers her and they kiss and touch. 
He later tells her the Commander wants to see her 
tomorrow in his study. 


Рагі ПІ 

The next morning Offred aids in the delivery 
of Janine’s baby. When a baby girl is born, all are 
happy except Janine who cries “burnt-out miser- 
able tears.” Offred notes she will be allowed to 
nurse the baby only for a few months when she will 
be transferred to another Commander’s home. That 
night Offred sneaks downstairs to meet the Com- 
mander in his book-lined private study where she 
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plays Scrabble with him and, as he requests, gives 
him a kiss goodnight. She visits the Commander 
two or three nights a week after getting a signal 
from Nick. The Commander allows her to read for- 
bidden books and magazines and brings her hand 
lotion that she applies while he watches. Both are 
embarrassed a few weeks later during the Cere- 
mony since they now know each other. 


During a trip to the store Ofglen identifies her- 
self as part of the underground and tells her “you 
can join us.” As they walk home a black van with 
the white-winged Eye on the side stops in front of 
them. Two Eyes jump out and grab an ordinary man 
walking in front of them, assault him and throw 
him into the back of the van and move on. 


Later in her room she thinks back to the past, 
when her world changed. The new Republic began 
when someone shot the President and the members 
of Congress, the army subsequently declared a state 
of emergency, and the group that took over sus- 
pended the Constitution. People stayed at home for 
weeks, “looking for some direction” as newspapers 
were censored and roadblocks prevented passage 
without the proper passes. Offred notes that these 
changes met with little resistance. One day during 
this period she was denied access to her bank ac- 
count and lost her job transferring books onto disks 
at a library. She soon discovered that the new rulers 
had made it illegal for women to work or have 
money. 


That night in the study, she asks the Com- 
mander what “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum” 
means, and he tells her “Don’t let the bastards grind 
you down.” He informs her that the Handmaid who 
scratched that message in the floor hanged herself 
in her room. When he admits that he wants her life 
to be “bearable,” and so asks her what she would 
like, she answers “to know what’s going on!” 


Part IV 


One day while shopping, Ofglen tells her the 
secret password of the underground: “mayday.” 
When she returns home, Serena suggests she try to 
get pregnant with Nick since she hasn’t yet with 
her husband. Offred notes the risk, but agrees. Ser- 
ena tells her she will try to get her a picture of her 
little girl and gives her a cigarette. Offred gets a 
match from Rita and goes up to her room, think- 
ing that she may save the match and burn down the 
house and escape. 


Another day Offred goes to the Prayvaganza, 
an event attended by all the women in the district. 
There she sees Janine looking pale and learns her 
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baby was a “shredder’’—deformed as many babies 
were by the polluted environment—and so was de- 
stroyed. After the Commander in charge of the ser- 
vice gives a speech about victory and sacrifice, 
twenty Angels returned from the front are wed to 
twenty girls, some as young as fourteen. On the 
way back Ofglen tells her they know she is seeing 
the Commander in secret and asks her to find out 
anything she can. 


That night the Commander has her put on a 
skimpy, flashy costume and takes her to Jezebel’s, 
a brothel. She sees Moira there who tells her that 
after her escape from the Center, she tried to cross 
the border but was caught, tortured, and sent to 
work as a prostitute at Jezebel’s. Offred is dis- 
tressed that Moira seems to have given up, and 
notes that this was the last time she would see her. 
When the Commander takes her up to one of the 
rooms and they have sex, she tells herself to try to 
fake enthusiasm. 


Later that night she meets Nick in his garage 
apartment. She acknowledges that their subsequent 
sexual encounter was an act of love and thus feels 
she has betrayed Luke. After that night, she returns 
often to Nick’s room, admitting that she is getting 
reckless and taking too many chances. She talks 
less with Ofglen who continues to press her for in- 
formation from the Commander, but her interest 
lies only with Nick and their time together. She 
thinks she may be pregnant and thus no longer 
wants to leave, which makes her ashamed. 


Part V 


One morning she attends a district Salvaging, 
for women only. Two Handmaids and one Wife are 
salvaged—hung for unknown crimes. When a 
Guardian who has been accused of rape is brought 
out, the Handmaids form a circle around him and 
beat him to death. During this ceremony, Ofglen 
kicks the Guardian savagely in the head, later ex- 
plaining to Offred that he was “one of them,” and 
so she quickly put him out of his misery. 


While shopping that afternoon, she discovers 
that Ofglen has been replaced with a new Hand- 
maid. She tells her Ofglen hanged herself when she 
saw the black van coming for her. Offred, relieved 
that she was not caught, decides to repent and not 
break any more rules. That night the black van 
comes for her. Nick arrives with the Guardians and 
tells her that she should go with them and trust that 
she will be saved. They escort her out, telling Ser- 
ena and the Commander that she is being arrested 
for “violation of state secrets.” They both worry 
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about their own fates. The narrative ends with Of- 


fred stepping into the van. 


Part VI 

The last section, called “Historical Notes,” 
jumps ahead to the year 2195 to a university con- 
ference session on Gileadean Studies. There the 
speaker tells his audience that what he just read— 
a transcript of Offred’s story—was found recorded 
on tapes in a house in Massachusetts. He admits he 
does not know Offred’s true identity or whether she 
successfully made it across the border. He then 
speculates about the identity of the Commander 
who, he suggests, played an important part in set- 
ting up the Republic of Gilead, which has now 
fallen. 


C‘haracters 





The Commander 


The Commander is a powerful figure in the 
Gileadean government. He is apparently sterile, al- 
though this is not confirmed because, according to 
law, only women are tested for being fruitful or 
barren. 


The first time the Commander is seen break- 
ing the strict social structure is when he sends for 
the handmaiden to come to his office alone at night: 
it is arranged like a sexual rendezvous, but she finds 
to her amusement that he shyly asks her to play 
Scrabble. As her night visits to the office increase, 
she becomes increasingly informal with him, some- 
times even correcting him, as when she tells him 
“Don’t ever do that again,” after he nearly becomes 
affectionate during the impregnation ceremony. 


He acts amused when she shows strength. The 
gifts he offers her show that he underestimates her 
intelligence: skin lotion, glances through maga- 
zines, and a secret trip to a house of prostitution. 
These are all presented with the expectation that 
she will be delighted, with no recognition that she 
only accepts them because her life is so empty of 
stimuli. 

At the house of prostitution, the Commander 
does finally force himself upon her sexually, mind- 
lessly responding to the environment of degrading 
sexuality. His attempts to win the handmaid’s ap- 
proval are contrasted to the fear he has for his wife. 
In the end, when the their secret relationship has 
been found out, she sees him sitting behind the 
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Media 
Adaptations 


¢ The Handmaid's Tale was adapted as a film by 
Volker Schlondorff, starring Natasha Richard- 
son, Faye Dunaway, Aidan Quinn and Robert 
Duvall, screenplay by Harold Pinter, Cinecom 
Entertainment group, 1990, 


• Тһе author is interviewed on “Margaret At- 
wood,” which is a videotape from the Roland 
Collection of Films on Artv/ICA Video of North- 
brook, Ilinois. 1989. 


* Another video about the author is “Margaret At- 
wood: Once In August,” distibuted by Bnghton 
Video if New York, NY, 1989. 


« “Margaret Atwood” Is the name of a short, 1978 
video recording from the Poetry Archive of San 
Francisco State University, 


e Atwood is featured in the educational film 
“Poem as Image: Progressive Insanities of a PI- 
oneer,” from the “A Sense of Poetry” series pro- 





duced by Cinematics Canada and Learning Cor- 
poration of America. 


¢ This book is available on audio cassette as “Mar- 
garet Atwood Reads from The Handmaid's 
Tale,” by American Audio Prose Library of Co- 
lumbia, Missoun, 1988. It is #17 in the “A 
Moveable Feast” senes. 


* Actress Julie Christie reads The Handmaid’s 
Tale on a two-cassette audio tape recording 
available from Durkin Hayes Publishers in 
1987. Order #DHP7214. 


* Another audio tape recording of The Hand- 
maid's Tale 15 the exght-cassette collection pro- 
duced by Recorded Books of Charlotte Hall, 
Maryland, in 1988. Order #88060. 


« “Margaret Atwood: An Interview with Jean Cas- 
tro” is an audio cassette produced by American 
Audio Prose Library of Columbia, Missoun, in 
1983. Order #30172. 





wife, looking harried and gray: “No doubt they're 
having 4 fight, about me,” the narrator asserts. “No 
doubt she’s giving him hell.” 


The Commander’s Wife 


The Commander’s Wife was once Serena Joy, 
the lead soprano on the Grewing Souls Gospel 
Hour, a television program devoted to telling Bible 
stories to children. Throughout the story, Offred 
refers to The Commander's Wife as Serena Joy, al- 
though none of the other characters do. 

Like 99 of 100 women in Gilead, the Com- 
mander’s Wife has been found to be stenle. On ac- 
count of her husband’s high government rank, she 
is supposed to receive Offred’s baby as soon as it 
is born. During the traditiona! fertilization cere- 
mony, she holds the handmaiden between her legs 
while the Commander attempts to impregnate her. 
She cannot help being jealous, despite al! of the 
rules built into the ceremony to make the retation- 
ship between her husband and the handmaid irn- 


personai; when the ceremony is over, Serena Joy 
curtly tells the handmaid to leave, even though 
standing and walking will diminish the odds of fer- 
tilization, 

In the end, she finds evidence that the Com- 
mander has taken the handmaid out of the nouse in 
makeup and frilly clothes, and the handmaid finds 
that her predecessor, the last Offred, hanged her- 
self because Serena Joy found out about a similar 
arrangement, “Behind my back?” Serena Joy tells 
her. “You could have left me something,” which 
raises the question of whether there was love in the 
cold relationship between the Commander and his 
wife after all. When the handmaid is taken away 
by umformed guards, Serena Joy is angry but also 
panicky, afraid that the government will Ond out 
about illegal actions around the house. 


Cora 
Cora is a Martha, the housekeeper in the Com- 
mander’s household, 
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Aunt Elizabeth 

Atthe Red Center, Aunt Elizabeth is in charge 
of the less spiritual aspects of the waining of the 
handmaids: she teaches gynecology and oversees 
discipline. When Moura escapes, it is Aunt Eliza- 
beth that she ués up and sunps of her clothes. 


janine 


The handmaid who narrates this story refers to 
this character as “that whiney bitch Janine,” and 
she is shown throughout this story to be annoying 
and pathetic. Ar the Red Center, when Janine tells 
the other handmaids-in-(caining about being gang- 
raped al age fourteen, they chant that it was her 
faule that she led the boys on. The next week Ja- 
nine announces that this rape was ber fault. For the 
cest of the story she behaves as the model hand- 
maid, is rusted ss Aunt Lydia's spy when Moira 
escapes, and gives her baby up immediately after 
the delivery is over. Her compliance is achieved at 
ihe cost of her sanity: when ihe handmaids tear a 
man apart with thew hands dunng the ntuai called 
the Salvagiag, Janine wanders around with blood 
smeared on her cheek and a clump of hair in her 
hand. Ciearly delusional, she babbies cheerfully: 
“Hi there,” "How are you doing?" “You have а пісе 
day.” 


Luke 


Luke was the husband of the nasrator before 
the ome in which this novel takes place. They had 
a daughter together. They were caught trying to es- 
cape from Gilead, and, while she was put into the 
handmaid program because of her ability to have 
children, she never finds out his fate. Their daugh- 
ler’s name 1s never menuoned, but the narrator does 
gel to see a current photograph of her in exchange 
for agreeing to go along with Serena Joy's plan 10 
gel her pregnant. 


Aunt Lydia 


Aunt Lydia is responsible fọr teaching en- 
slaved women how to be handmaids. She wears a 
khaki dress and lectures about what behaviors are 
decent and which are inappropriate, filling the 
women with disgust for the dangers of outlawed 
practices, such as pomography and abortion, while 
encouraging admiration that borders on awe toward 
pregnancy. ““There’s more than one kind of free- 
dom,” she tells them. “Freedom to and freedom 
from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. 
Now you are being given freedom from. Don't un- 
derestimate it.” 


Тһе Handmaid’s 
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Snill from the movie A Handmaid's Tale, starring 
Faye Dunaway. 


Moira 

An old Fiend who knew the narrator well be- 
fore the events of this novel take place, at least since 
college, Moira surfaces severa] umes tbroughout 
the story a$ an emblem of resistance 10 the misog- 
ymistic, totajitarian state. She also is used to con- 
trast the government's repressive attitude toward 
sexuality. 


In college, Moira once hosted an exotic lin- 
gene party, selling the sort of items that were sold 
at the Pormomarts before they were outlawed by the 
slate. Later, after the narrator has been at the teach- 
ing center for handmaids for a few weeks, Moura 
shows up, having been arrested for “gender treach- 
ery,” or homosexuality. She ties to escape from 
the Red Center by feigning illness, hoping to bobe 
the guards in the ambulance with sex. When they 
cannot be bribed she shows up back at the center 
with her feet mutilated. causing the nasrator to re- 
member that an official bas told therm, “for our pur- 
poses. your hands and feet are not essential.” Her 
second escape is successful: she makes a weapon 
from a pan of the toilet mechanism and threatens 
the guard, Aunt Elizabeth, then takes Aunt Eliza- 
beth's clothes and pass and walks out of the Cen- 
ter's front gate. 
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After eight or nine months underground, she 
is caught, and the narrator later meets her in 
Jezebel’s, the house of prostitution. Moira is 
dressed in a tattered, lewd bunny costume. Despite 
the realization that prostitutes are often put to death 
in three or four years, Moira claims to like being 
at Jezebel’s. She only works nights, and can drink 
and take drugs, and is allowed to have sex with 
other women. She compares it to the only other op- 
tion—working with toxic waste in the Colonies un- 
til her body rotted away. Since the life of prostitu- 
tion, symbolized by her ridiculous costume, is so 
completely the opposite of what she had stood for, 
her enthusiasm for working at Jezebel’s can be seen 
as a blend of wishful thinking and potent brain 
washing. 


The Mother 

“I don’t want a man around, what use are they 
except for ten seconds’ worth of half-babies,” the 
narrator’s mother once told her, explaining why she 
never married. “A man is just a woman’s strategy 
for making other women.” With her view of sex as 
good only for procreation and her activism against 
pomography, her views are similar in ways to those 
supported by the Gileadean government, although 
to them she would be considered an “Unwoman,” 
too strong-willed to have a place in society. 


Nick 

Nick is the commander’s chauffeur. He is an 
attractive young man about the narrator’s age. He 
is not allowed to associate with the handmaid, but 
they defy the rules and start a physical relationship. 
On the night after the impregnation Ceremony, the 
narrator goes downstairs to the sitting room of the 
house because she feel like stealing something. 
Nick finds her there, and in the silence they kiss 
and touch each other. 


Nick functions as a messenger throughout the 
her series of clandestine meetings with the Com- 
mander. When he wears his hat sideways, she 
knows that she is to go see the Commander that 
night. Later, the Commander’s wife arranges for 
the narrator to get to Nick’s room safely at night 
in order to become pregnant by him, since it ap- 
pears that the Commander is sterile. She keeps her 
affair with Nick going, sneaking to his room over 
the garage even without the approval of the Com- 
mander’s wife. 


Eventually Nick provides an escape from her 
enslavement. It is revealed that he is a member of 
the Mayday resistance group and takes her to 
safety. 


Offred 

We never learn the real name of the narrator 
of this story, although she reveals it to several other 
characters whom she trusts. She is officially known 
as “Offred”: the name means that she is the pos- 
session “of” the Commander, “Fred”, as “Ofwar- 
ren” and “Ofglen” belong to Warren and Glen. This 
name can also be read as “off-red,” indicating that 
she is not well-suited to her role as a red-uniformed 
handmaid trained at the Red Center. 


When the novel begins, the narrator is already 
a handmaid, and has been “posted” at the Com- 
mander’s house for five weeks. She is not supposed 
to express her individuality in any way; she cannot 
sing, ask questions, or in any way express unhap- 
piness with her situation. Her mission is to become 
pregnant by the Commander, so that he and his wife 
will have a baby to raise as their own. 


Her history comes out as the novel progresses: 
she had a husband and a child and worked as a li- 
brarian before the government was overthrown by 
right-wing fanatics and the rights of women were 
limited, supposedly for their own protection. At- 
tempting to escape the country, she and her hus- 
band and child were captured by government 
troops, and she never saw them again, although she 
thinks of them often throughout the novel. In the 
Republic of Gilead, she is intimidated, afraid to talk 
openly to the other handmaid, Ofglen, who is her 
companion, and is certainly afraid of confiding in 
any of the other members of her household. 


When the Commander summons her illegally 
to his office at night, she goes, even though she as- 
sumes that his purpose is to have sex with her, be- 
cause she feels that she has no option: it is amus- 
ing to her that all he wants to do is play word games 
and read magazines, which are as illegal for a Com- 
mander as they are for a handmaid, indicating that 
he feels as enslaved as she is. Their relationship 
grows, so that she can express herself more freely 
as time goes on, but she is always aware of the le- 
gal control he has over her. 


When the Commander’s Wife arranges for her 
to have sex with Nick, the chauffeur, in order to 
become pregnant and complete her mission in the 
house, she continues sleeping with him for weeks, 
even though it will be fatal for her if she is caught. 
She feels unfaithful to her husband, Luke, but she 
is so desperate for affection that she cannot help 
herself. But when Ofglen confides in her about the 
resistance movement and asks her to help, she can- 
not overcome her fear of the consequences. The 
“Historical Notes on The Handmaid’s Tale’ at the 
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end of the book say that the narrative was recorded 
on a series of cassette tapes and found in a safe 
place along the Underground Femaleroad, indicat- 
ing that she did escape from Gilead in the end. 


Ofglen 


The woman referred to as “Ofgien” in this 
story is just one of a succession: the narrator knew 
an Ofglen before her, and at the end of the novel 
another Ofgien shows up in her place. 


When she first shows up in the novel, the nar- 
rator says, “she is my spy, as I am hers.” They are 
mutually distrustful, carefully keeping conversa- 
tion to officially-sanctioned topics, each unsure if 
the other will turn them in to the authonties as a 
subversive if they mention forbidden topics. As the 
novel progresses, Ofglen tums out to be connected 
to the revohitionary group called “Mayday,” a fact 
that she first hints at by commenting on the 
weather: “It’s a beautiful May day.” 


Later, she speaks openly to the narrator about 
the underground movement, and reveals mysteri- 
ously that she knows about Offred’s evening meet- 
ings in the Commander's office. She asks her to 
look through his paperwork and find anything that 
could heip them fight against the government. 
When the handmaids attend a Salvaging, at which 
they are to beat a man to death with their hands for 
allegedly raping a pregnant woman, Ofglen mishes 
out in front and knocks him unconscious with kicks 
to the head. She later explains that he was not a 
rapist but a Mayday activist, and she was putting 
him out of his misery. The next day a new Ofglen 
shows up, explaining that the old one hanged her- 
self when government agents were coming to take 
her away. 


Ofwarren 


See Janine 


Rita 
Rita is a Martha, the cook in the Commander's 
household. 


Serena Joy 
See The Commander's Wife 


Themes 


Sex Roles 
The roles that are assigned to the two genders 
in this novel are exaggerations of the rojes tradi- 
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* Research the techniques used by the government 
of Nazi Germany to oppress people, such as 
blacks, Jews, homosexuals and Gypsies in the 
1930" апа 40°, and compare them to the meth- 
ods the Gileadean government uses to oppress 
women. 


¢ What sort of images would this totalitarian gov- 
emment use to reinforce its controi? Design sev- 
eral posters that might be hung in Gilead to re- 
mind women of what sort of behavior is 
expected of them, or write a song that handmaids 
and Marthas might be required to sing every 
morning. 


¢ The abortion issue has been a continuing con- 
troversy in the United States, but it was a par- 
ucularly important political issue in the mid- 
1980°s, when this novel was published. Read 
about a prominent figure from that time who was 
either strongly pro-choice or strongly pro-life. 
Report on that person’s background, what they 
are doing today, and what you think they would 
say about the Republic of Gilead. 


¢ Find an academic history—similar to the “His- 
torical Notes” at the end of his novel—of the 
Underground Raitroad that was used to free 
American siaves in the early and muid-}800’s. 
Write a fictional first-person account, based on 
details from that work, that explains what the 
experience aught have been like for a slave try- 
ing to escape. 


tionally played: women here are responsible for do- 
mestc duties and men in Gilead min the govern- 
ment functions (since this is a totalitarian state, 
business and military concems are part of the gov- 
emment). To most of the people of Gilead, the strict 
assignment of these roles seems reasonable, a nat- 
ural outcome of the physical traits that define males 
and females. 


industna!l pollution has caused sterility in 
ninety-nine percent of the female population and 
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countless numbers of the males, creating a crisis 
for the ability of the human race to survive into the 
future. From this the government had claimed the 
right to require any fertile females to participate in 
government-supervised child-bearing programs. 
This has caused a need to keep all non-fertile fe- 
males in structured domestic roles, in order to as- 
sure the passivity and cooperation of the fertile fe- 
males; and this in turn has caused the requirement 
that males make political decisions and enforce 
them with military rule. All of these steps require 
more than a social policy, they require an almost 
religious faith in order to assure the participation 
of the greatest number of people. Training centers 
like the Rachel and Leah Re-education Center be- 
come necessary. 


To the social planners of Gilead, this system 
might seem a reasonable response to the threat of 
extinction. To people of the modern world and to 
the futuristic society of Professor Piexoto who view 
it from the year 2175, it seems rash, twisted, and 
naive, rooted more in the greed of men than in the 
common good. 


In the name of preserving the lives of the cit- 
izens, executions become common; in order to of- 
fer women “freedom from” they must give up their 
“freedom to,” dressing in government-assigned 
uniforms and suffering intellectual starvation as the 
only offered alternatives to rape and exploitation. 
Men like the Commander dictate morality—men 
that are so corrupt that they break the laws against 
sex and contraband that they themselves have es- 
tablished. 


The roles of the two sexes in this novel are ex- 
tremes of traditional roles, and that serves to raise 
the question of whether they are derived from na- 
ture or if men are working hard to keep oppressive 
traditions alive after their usefulness to society is 
spent. From the shocking contradictions that 
Gileadean society is forced to accept, the latter ap- 
pears to be the case. 


Free Will 


Any dystopian novel, which means a novel that 
describes a society that is a terrible place to live 
in—such as George Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous 
Huxley’s Brave New World—raises the question of 
free will: to what degree, readers are asked, are the 
people in the novel forced to participate in a gov- 
ernment that violates their basic ethical beliefs? 


The same question dominated the Nuremberg 
trials after World War II, when Nazis who had par- 
ticipated in the Holocaust justified the murder of 
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thousands of innocent, anonymous victims because 
they were “just following orders.” Through this 
novel’s structure, we are introduced to the differ- 
ent ways society uses to intimidate its citizens: the 
lack of personal possessions or identity, the cattle 
prods, the armed guards, the dangerous gossip, the 
subversives hung to death as public spectacle, etc. 


It is only gradually, as the narrator recalls be- 
ing trained to behave like a good housemaid, that 
the government’s ability to control one’s thoughts 
presents itself. The narrator behaves as she is sup- 
posed to, despite (or because of) the despair she 
feels, but when she describes Janine’s behavior, she 
is disgusted as she imagines the conversation the 
Commander’s wives would probably have about 
what a good handmaid Janine is. Looking at her 
life from the outside, the narrator can accept her 
own behavior as being prudent for survival, but see- 
ing how proud Janine is of her pregnancy keeps her 
from accepting government-sanctioned ideas as her 
own. 


The novel complicates the question of whether 
free will is absolute or if it has limits by giving no 
clear-cut answer about the fate of the character with 
the strongest will, Moira: she says that she 1s happy 
working at the house of prostitution, but such hap- 
piness would strongly contradict what she has stood 
for before, and it conveniently fits the govern- 
ment’s role for her. Readers are invited to wonder 
whether she is really thinking for herself after en- 
during her torture. 


The narrator herself is too fearful to help the 
Mayday resistance movement, even after they have 
reached out to her and after the Commander has 
shown his weakness. When the Ofglen that she 
knows to be part of the resistance disappears, she 
is fearful that she will be arrested: so strong is the 
government’s hold over her mind that she is afraid 
even though she has done nothing wrong. On the 
other hand, she carries on her illegal affair with 
Nick, risking arrest and death to go to his room 
night after night, telling him her true name. Her 
love for him neutralizes her intense fear of pun- 
ishment, raising the issue of her free will again, 
never answering whether love is freedom or a way 
to mentally flee worse fates. 


Guilt and Innocence 


For a situation that causes such misery, none 
of the characters in this novel is presented as evil 
or specifically guilty. Aunt Lydia seems to believe 
that her brainwashing will help her students stay 
safe from assault, Janine is mercilessly pressured 
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by her peers into compliance, and even the Com- 
mander, who comes closest among all of the char- 
acters to wielding control, is such a pawn of the 
situation that he takes risks just to talk with the nar- 
rator, listen to her, and play games with her. None 
of these characters is particularly admirable, but 
none can be pointed to as a specific example of 
what has caused the problem in Gilead. 


This shows Atwood to be a fair, even-handed 
writer, willing to examine bad behavior and nega- 
tive results without losing empathy or creating a 
two-dimensional villain. It also gives a more accu- 
rate depiction of a totalitarian society. A society 
that relies upon citizens to be responsible for in- 
timidation and oppression would leave itself vul- 
nerable to attacks of conscience, but a society that 
only asks each person to compromise a little, with- 
out turning anyone into an obviously guilty party, 
can reach further into the homes of otherwise good 
people and can justify its existence for a long time. 


Narration 

The events in this novel take place at different 
points in the life of the narrator, but the primary 
setting, the present tense of the novel, is Gilead, 
where she has been a handmaid in the Comman- 
der’s house for five weeks. The reader is introduced 
to new characters that she meets from this point 
forward, such as the doctor and the new Ofglen, 
while others that she is already familiar with—Rita 
and Cora for example—are taken for granted and 
woven into the narration without explanation. 


Because the narrator’s life had been designed 
by the government to be uneventful and to not re- 
quire independent thought, the tone of the novel is 
drab, flat, desensitized. Information about how her 
life came to be this way is conveyed through flash- 
backs, most of them drawn from two sections of 
time in her past: her memories of the Rachel and 
Leah Re-education Center inform readers about 
how she came to be the way she is, and her mem- 
ories of the time between the government’s fall and 
her capture at the border explain how society came 
to be the way that it 15. 


Structure 

In the first few pages, the first section called 
“Night” is told in flashback, establishing the fact 
that this book takes place at a time when army blan- 
kets that say “U.S.” are notably old, in a place 
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where women sleep in a gymnasium surrounded by 
barbed wire. This sets a tone of danger for the fol- 
lowing present-tense episodes, to contrast the pas- 


sivity of the bland life described there. 


The chapters of the novel alternate, with the 
even-numbered ones naming some place in town 
that the narrator goes to and the odd-numbered ones 
named “Night” (with the exception of “Nap” in 
Chapter V). This emphasized the distinction be- 
tween the times when the handmaid’s brain is al- 
lowed to be active and when it is supposed to be 
shut down in sleep; ironically, her life becomes 
more active and colorful during the “Night” sec- 
tions, usually because she uses her private time to 
remember, and later to carry on her affair with 
Nick. It 1s significant that the trip to Jezebel’s is 
not placed in a “Night” section, even though it oc- 
curs after dark and is a supposedly covert action, 
indicating that it could still be considered main- 
stream because it poses no threat to the power struc- 
ture. 


At the end of the novel, the “Historical Notes” 
section offers a lecture given in the year 2195 by 
the Director of Twentieth-and Twenty-first Century 
Archives at Cambridge University. This jump to al- 
most two hundred years beyond the events of the 
book allows readers to put these events into a larger 
perspective, offering the hope that an oppressive 
society like Gilead is not the fate of human kind, 
but instead is the sort of misstep that civilization is 
bound to take in its development. 


Point of View 


Because Atwood allows each of her characters 
sufficient motivation to be rounded, reasonable 
human beings, without relying on exceptional de- 
grees of good or evil to explain any of them, the 
world of this book would have a different impact 
if it were presented from any other point of view. 
If this story were told by the Commander’s wife, 
for example, the social structure might seem nec- 
essarily harsh and even fair, while the Commander 
might find it slowly improving under the tinkering 
of social architects. 


Because the narrator is a handmaid, one of the 
most basic contradictions in this situation is em- 
phasized: motherhood is praised as one of the great- 
est achievements in this world, but mothers are 
stripped of possessions, dignity, identity, and, ulti- 
mately, of their children. Having one of society’s 
most powerless members tell the story brings out 
the fear of social authority that all of the charac- 
ters feel, and it sheds light on the injustice of it all. 
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If the narrator were an angrier handmaid, she might 
not have gained the confidences of the Comman- 
der and Serena Joy; if the character had been more 
complacent, the members of the resistance may 


never have approached her. In either case the full 
story would not have been covered. 


Deus ex Machina 

This phrase translates from Latin to mean “god 
from the machine,” and it refers to the practice in 
ancient Greek drama of having a complex, twisted 
plot resolved in the end by suddenly having a god 
character descend from the sky (lowered onto the 
stage by a machine) to explain all mysteries, pun- 
ish the bad and reward the good. This 1s of course 
a poor substitute for having a resolution that grows 
naturally out of the plot. 


Some readers have charged that the sudden ap- 
pearance of the Mayday group at the end is a case 
of deus ex machina, providing a happy ending that 
the situation did not prepare for. Although the ap- 
pearance of Mayday is abrupt, it is not done with- 
out preparation. First, Ofglen’s knowledge of the 
activities in the Commander’s house hints halfway 
through the novel that the movement had a spy 
there. More significantly, the strength of the resis- 
tance group is never made clear throughout the 
novel because the narrator is kept uninformed of 
any real news: Mayday could rescue hundreds of 
people per day from Gilead, making their appear- 
ance at the end quite reasonable, but readers would 
not suspect this activity because it has been hidden 
from the narrator. 


Imagery 

Most of the imagery in this novel does not oc- 
cur naturally, but has been planted by the govern- 
ment: for instance, the frightening specters of the 
hanged traitors; the nun-like habits that the hand- 
maids wear; the ominous black vans that symbol- 
ize swift and unforeseeable death; the tattered 
bunny costume that makes Moira look like a cheap, 
vulgar toy. 


There are also symbols that the characters in 
the novel see in front of them, whether they are 
aware of it or not: the garden that assures Serena 
Joy that she is concerned with life and beauty; the 
chauffeur’s cap, symbolic of obedience to the so- 
cial order, that is turned askew when the Com- 
mander and Offred are to meet as near-equals; and 
the fixture that was put in the ceiling to replace the 
chandelier that the former Offred hung herself 
from, symbolizing both death and also, because it 
looks like a breast hanging down, life. 
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International Conservatism 

In the 1980s, the political climate around the 
globe turned toward fiscal restraint and social con- 
servatism. In general, this shift was a response to 
the permissiveness and unchecked social spending 
that occurred in the 1970s, which were in turn the 
extended results of the freedoms won by the world- 
wide social revolutions of the 1960s. 


This conservative trend appeared in different 
forms in different countries. In Margaret Atwood’s 
home country of Canada, Pierre Trudeau, the Lib- 
eral Party leader who had been Prime Minister 
since 1968 (with an eight-month gap in 1979-80), 
resigned in 1984, and the voters replaced him with 
Progressive Conservative Brian Mulroney. Mar- 
garet Thatcher, who was elected Prime Minister of 
England in 1979, reversed decades of socialism by 
selling government-run industries to private own- 
ers. In the United States, the 1980 election of 
Ronald Reagan created such a turbulent reversal of 
previous social policy that the changes sweeping 
through the government during the first half of the 
decade came to be referred to as “the Reagan Rev- 
olution.” 


The Reagan administration’s popularity was 
based on the slogan of “getting government off of 
people’s backs,” implying government regulations 
had become too cumbersome and expensive for the 
American economy to sustain. Reagan’s personal 
popularity allowed his administration to shift the 
priorities of government. Military spending was in- 
creased year after year, in order to stand up to the 
Soviet Union, which the President openly declared 
an “evil empire.” As a result of this spending, the 
United States became a debtor nation for the first 
time in its history, even though social programs 
were cut and eliminated. The benefits gained by 
slashing redundant programs were offset by in- 
creases in poverty and homelessness, since many 
of the affected programs had been established to 
aid the poor, and to balance financial inequalities 
that had become established by centuries of racist 
and sexist tradition. 


The extreme shift toward conservatism in the 
United States at that time is significant to the so- 
cial change that created the Republic of Gilead in 
Atwood’s imagination. After the novel was pub- 
lished, she told an American interviewer that she 
had tried originally to set the novel in Canada, but 
that it just would not fit the Canadian culture. “It’s 
not a Canadian sort of thing to do,” she told Bon- 
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Anti-abortion demonstration. 


nie Lyons in 1987. “Canadians might do it after the 
United States did it, in some sort of watered-down 
version. Our television evangelists are more paltry 
than yours. The States are more extreme in every- 
thing.” 


Religious Fundamentalism 

One of the most powerful politcal groups to 
affect Amencan politics in the 1980s was an orga- 
nization called The Moral Majority. It was founded 
in 1979 by Jerry Falwell, an evangelist and the host 
of the Old Time Gospel Hour on television, to reg- 
ister voters in support of the group’s fundamental- 
ist agenda. 
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Millions of volers registered and identified 
themselves as members of the Moral Majority, giv- 
ing the group a strong voice in national politics. 
Among the issues opposed by the Moral Majonty 
were the Equal Rights Amendment, which would 
have provided a Constitutional guarantee that 
women would be treated equally to men; the White 
House Conference on the Family, which they felt 
gave recognition to too many varieties of family 
structure; and abortion. The issues supported by the 
Moral Majonty included the saying of prayers in 
publicly-funded schools, tax credits for schools that 
taught religious doctrine, and government opposi- 
tion to pomography. 
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The group’s impact on American politics was 
wide-reaching, and politicians running for national 
and local offices lined up to pledge their support 
of the “family values” program that the Moral Ma- 
jority used to define their agenda, knowing that 
they could not win election without appeasing such 
a well-organized bloc of voters. 


Organized Fundamentalists made their mark 
on the structure of the American government. 


The Equa! Rights Amendment went unratified 
when it could not gather enough support. The Na- 
tional Endowment for the Arts came under national 
scrutiny and had its budget cut because some of the 
artists it had benefited had produced works found 
to offend standards of decency. Abortion, possibly 
the key issue of the Christian political movement, 
also had its federal funding eliminated, even though 
attempts to limit or outlaw abortion itself were 
fought successfully on Constitutional grounds. 


Though sexually explicit publications are also 
protected by the Constitution, they were studied by 
a Presidential Commission on Pornography, which 
like most symbolic actions, had little tangible im- 
pact; one large convenience store chain, for exam- 
ple, stopped carrying pornographic magazines, but 
began stocking them in a few years, after the heat 
was off. 


As the decade wore on, the pervasive influence 
of the Moral Majority, and of politically active re- 
ligious figures in general, wore out. Some policies, 
such as Reverend Falwell’s support of Philippine 
dictator Ferdinand Marcos or his opposition to 
South African freedom fighter Bishop Desmond 
Tutu, exposed the group to ridicule and charges of 
hypocrisy. Falwell left the organization in 1988 to 
take charge of The 700 Club, a television ministry 
whose leader had been forced to resign in a sex 
scandal. The Moral Majority disbanded the fol- 
lowing year. 


Critical Overview 





Although The Handmaid’s Tale achieved great 
popular success when it was published—weeks on 
the best seller lists, its adaptation as a major mo- 
tion picture—its reception by critics has been 
wildly uneven. Critics generally have been positive 
about the book, but for many different reasons. 


These reasons have been so diverse that it 
seems at times that reviewers were reviewing dif- 
ferent books. Such wide disagreement is testimony 
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to Atwood’s strength as a novelist: it shows that no 
reviewer could dismiss The Handmaid’s Tale 
lightly, that they gave the book, its subject matter, 
and its implications serious attention. It takes a 
novel with few obvious flaws and so much social 
relevance to bring out so many different ap- 
proaches. 


In general, reviewers divided their attentions 
toward either the book’s political success or its suc- 
cess as a piece of literature, although there is vast 
disagreement about whether it works in either of 
these areas. 


Critic Joyce Maynard, who reviewed the book 
for Mademoiselle soon after its publication in 1986, 
expressed her amazement and admiration for the 
way that Atwood put together a complete fictional 
world, with “not only the basic rules and structures 
by which Gilead operates, but a thousand small, 
odd, harrowing particulars too.” Maynard started 
reading the book at ten o’clock at night and could 
not stop reading until she had finished the last page, 
after daybreak, because she was captivated by the 
“Incredible and moving story.” 


In contrast, Robert Linkous was one of the very 
few reviewers completely unmoved by the novel: 
“Offred’s monotonous manner of expression just 
drones and drones,” he wrote in San Francisco Re- 
view of Books. 


Brad Hooper, writing for Booklist, contrasted 
the book’s social aims with its narrative achieve- 
ment, noting that “the book is simply too obvious 
(in its moral agenda) to support its fictional con- 
text.” Often, this debate about whether the book’s 
thinly-veiled criticism of contemporary politics is 
justified by Atwood’s story-telling ability has 
been shifted, slightly, to an analysis of how The 
Handmaid’s Tale compares to similar dystopian 
novels, such as 1984 and Brave New World, which 
also sound the alarm against coming political 
calamity. 

In his review for Newsweek in 1986, Peter 
Prescott wrote that The Handmaid’s Tale was bet- 
ter than those other books because Atwood was a 
more talented novelist. “Unlike those English gen- 
tlemen, she can create a nuanced character,” he 
wrote in a review entitled “No Balm In This 
Gilead.” “The dystopia she imagined may be more 
limited than theirs, but it’s fully horrifying—and 
achieved without recourse to special effects.” 

Famed author Barbara Ehrenreich, however, 
saw the book as being insufficiently realized, both 
as a novel and as a work of political speculation. 
“As a dystopia, this is a thinly textured one,” she 
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wrote in The New Republic, directly contrasting 
Prescott’s and Maynard’s views. She pointed out 
improbabilities in the Atwood’s imaginary Gilead, 
such as the fact that outlawing printed matter 
would be unlikely if they have cars and comput- 
ers that would need operating manuals, and she 
faults the novel’s protagonist for lacking charac- 
ter, calling her “a sappy stand-in for (/984’s) Win- 
ston Smith,” and Gilead “a coloring-book version 
of (1984’s) Oceana.” As a sign of the narrator’s 
vagueness and inappropriateness for telling the 
tale, Ehrenreich points to the fact that, given a 
chance to obtain forbidden information from the 
Commander, Offred comes up with nothing better 
than a weak request for “whatever there is to know 
... What’s going on.” 


It is an indicator of the distance between crit- 
ical perspectives that Joyce Johnson’s review in 
The Washington Post cited the same quote, but she 
interprets it as “a classic demand for something ... 
valuable and forbidden.” 


Even those reviewers who were unimpressed 
with Atwood’s storytelling skills found enough in 
the issues the book raised to make it worth read- 
ing. Although Ehrenreich thought The Handmaid’s 
Tale was not as good as other dystopia novels, she 
did express great interest in the often overlooked 
phenomenon that Atwood brings attention to: the 
similarity between religious fundamentalism and 
cultural feminism. She says that the book is fasci- 
nating and worth reading, despite its literary weak- 
nesses, because of the extra dimension it adds to 
its mirror of our times. “We are being warned, in 
this tale, not only about the theocratic ambitions of 
the religious right, but about the repressive ten- 
dency of feminism in general,” she wrote. She went 
on to cite evidence in the harsh treatment of 
pornography and the group beating of rapists as 
signs that Gilead is not too far from a hard-line 
feminist’s ideal. 


If this warning was what made the book worth- 
while for Ehrenreich, it was not enough to keep 
Mary McCarthy, the novelist, engaged in the story. 
McCarthy called the book “very readable” in The 
New York Times Review of Books, but she went on 
to explain that she could not take its scary version 
of the future very seriously because, even though 
she herself was suspicious almost to the point of 
being paranoid about small things like credit cards 
being “instruments of social control,” she could not 
see the far right of the political spectrum rising up 
violently to overthrow the government, which is, 
of course, the novel’s central premise. 
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Wendy Perkins 


Perkins is an Assistant Professor of English at 
Prince George’s Community College in Maryland 
and has written numerous critical articles for es- 
say collections, journals, and educational publish- 
ers. In the following essay, she explores the com- 
plex interplay of dominance, submission, and 
rebellion in The Handmaid’s Tale through a focus 
on the main character’s struggle for survival. 


Critics read Margaret Atwood’s The Hand- 
maid’s Tale as a cautionary story of oppression 
against women as well as a critique of radical fem- 
inism. Some who focus on Offred, the narrator and 
main character, criticize her passivity in the face of 
rigid limitations on her individual freedom: Gayle 
Green in her article, “Choice of Evils,” published 
in The Women’s Review of Books insists, “Offred 
is no hero.” Barbara Ehrenreich in her New Re- 
public article, “Feminism’s Phantoms,” finds her to 
be “a sappy stand-in for [/984’s] Winston Smith. 
Even her friend Moira characterizes her as “a 
wimp.” Yet, although Offred cannot be considered 
a more obvious traditional hero like Moira, an ex- 
amination of her more subtle rebellion against the 
oppressive totalitarian regime which governs her 
life illustrates the indefatigable nature of the hu- 
man spirit. 


The Republic of Gilead is a typical totalitarian 
society in that it promotes terror tactics while en- 
forcing its rigid dogmas. Amin Malak in “Margaret 
Atwood’s “Тһе Handmaid’s Tale? and the 
Dystopian Tradition,” notes that Gilead “prescribes 
a pattern of life based on frugality, conformity, cen- 
sorship, corruption, [and] fear.” The novel also il- 
luminates the intricate politics of power: leaders de- 
fine acceptable roles for subordinates (in this case, 
the women), who are said to be unable to perform 
more valued functions (reasoning and governing 
skills). As a result subordinates often find it diffi- 
cult to believe in their own ability. 


Subordinates are encouraged to develop child- 
like characteristics—submissiveness, docility, de- 
pendency—that are pleasing to the dominant group. 
This group then legitimizes the unequal relation- 
ship and incorporates it into society’s guiding con- 
cepts. In Gilead’s power structure women are sub- 
servient to men because they are considered not as 
capable as men. This system involves the margin- 
alization of women, illustrating Simone de Beau- 
voir’s point in The Second Sex that a man defines 
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* Margaret Atwood followed this book with Cat's 
Eye in 1988. Some of the same concerns show 
up in the fater book: a controversial painter re- 
turns to the city that she grew up in and rans 
into oid friends and the memories of old friends, 


+ Marge Piercy has always been associated with 
Atwood, mostly because both write poetry and 
fiction from a feminist perspective. Piercy's 
book most like this one is Woman on the Edge 
af Time, ber 1976 novel with some science fic- 
tion elements to it. The main character, confined 
to the psychiatric ward at Bellevue Hospital, 
must learn to behave the way that her oppres- 
sors expect of her, but she also travels in time 
to the future, to the year 2137, with a fellow in- 
mate, 

• Critics examining The Handmaid’s Tale’s sin- 
ister view of the future often compare it to 
George Orwell’s /984, which is considered the 
standard bearer for dystopian novels. Published 
in 1949, it tells the tale of a society where gov- 
ermment surveillance techniques have been per- 
fected, so that every move that citizens make 
can be monitored and regulated, and of the strug- 
gle of one man, Winston Smith, to be free. 


¢ The other dystopian that is usually mentioned at 
ihe same time as /984 is Brave New World by 





Aldous Huxley. Published in 1932, the futuns- 
lic society imagined by Huxley has many simi- 
lantes to our own: citizens use pills to control 
their moods, babies are born in laboratories, the 
masses are distracted from disapproving from 
the government by “Feelies,” which are like 
movies that entertain with sight, heanng and 
touch. Like Atwood’s and Orwell's novels, the 
problem with total government control is that it 
interferes when the protagonist fails in love. 


¢ A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess, pub- 
lished in 1963, gives a frightening view of the 
future, concentrating on the lives of juvenile 
delinquents and speculating about which is 
worse: their inhuman crimes or the mind-con- 
trol techniques used by the government to stop 
their violence. 


¢ Carol Anon Howell’s recent book on Atwood, en- 
titled simply Margaret Atwood (1996), has some 
complex and insightful points about Atwood's 
works in general. The chapter “Science Fiction 
in the Feminine” is especially useful to students 
for its examination of how the female perspec- 
tive puts a different slant on the science fiction 
tradition and how this genre is particularly use- 
ful for conveying feminist concems. 


a woman not as autonomous but only as relative to 
him. He is the Subject and she is the Other. Women 
in Gilead must concentrate on basic survival and 
sO avoid direct, honest reactions to this marginal- 
ization and the terror tactics of those in power. 
Sometimes the women disguise their actions, ap- 
pearing to accommodate the demands of this op- 
pressive system, while subtly rebelling. 


Throughout the novel, Offred proves her con- 
sistent efforts not only to survive, but also to main- 
tain her individuality. When she begins her story 
with a flashback to her time at the Rachel and Leah 
Center, she lilustrates the politics of power that 
characterize the novel, She notes the Aunts guard- 
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ing them with electric cattle prods and leather belts, 
restricting their movement and interaction with 
each other. The Handmaids-in-training seem on the 
surface to submit to this treatment. At night, how- 
ever, under the threat of severe beatings, they strug- 
gle to maintain contact with each other through 
silent communications in the dark. 


Offred also risks physical harm when she steals 
a few minutes during bathroom breaks to speak to 
Moira. During these breaks the two women remi- 
nisce about past lives and voice their fears and dis- 
gust over their present reality. Offred notes, “there 
is something powerful in the whispering of ob- 
scenities, about those in power, There’s something 
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delightful about it, something naughty, secretive, 
forbidden, thrilling.... It deflates them, reduces 
them to the common denominator where they can 
be dealt with.” 

As Offred’s thoughts turn to the teenagers who 
must have once populated the former gymnasium, 
she commits a more personal act of rebellion. The 
citizens of the new Republic are repeatedly warned 
to forget the past or to view it with contempt. Yet, 
throughout her narrative, Offred continually flashes 
back to her life before the formation of Gilead, es- 
pecially with her husband Luke and their daughter. 
These recollections of the freedom and happiness 
she used to have in her friendship with Moira, in 
her work, and in her life with family help her to 
maintain crucial ties to her past life and thus to a 
sense of identity. 


Even under the strict regulations of the Com- 
mander’s home, Offred finds ways to assert her in- 
dividuality as she breaks rules. In the Commander’s 
study she heroically reads forbidden books and 
magazines and begins to assert her own personal- 
ity in her relationship with him. One of her most 
courageous actions occurs when she tells the Com- 
mander that she would like to know “what’s going 
on”—everything from what the scribbled message 
“Nolite te bastardes carborundorum” means to spe- 
cific details about the inner workings of the Re- 
public. When she wants to talk to the Commander 
instead of read, she breaks two rules: asking for 
“dangerous” information and forming a relation- 
ship with him. Both activities are against the law 
and thus acts of subversion. 

Sometimes she openly disagrees with him, as 
when he tries to justify the dogmas of the new 
regime: “We’ve given women more than we’ve 
taken away. This way they all get a man, are pro- 
tected and can fulfill their biological destinies in 
peace.” Offred insists they overlooked love, a cru- 
cial element in the male/female relationship. Her 
more subtle acts of rebellion include hoarding but- 
ter from her meals to rub on her face, and saving 
a match that she considers using to burn down the 
house. Often during her nights alone in her room 
she tries to come to terms with what has happened 
to her and to decide what she can do in order to 
survive physically and mentally. 

Her walks with Ofglen present a more overt 
juxtaposition of oppression, submission, and rebel- 
lion. Every day the pair observe the consequences 
of rebellion as they walk through machine gun 
guarded checkpoints, where suspected terrorists 
have been shot, and past the prison wall, where 
bodies of “war criminals” hang. When Ofglen iden- 


Volume 4 


The Handmaid’s Tale 


tifies herself as part of the underground and elicits 
Offred’s help, they both risk their lives. This fact 
becomes painfully apparent one day as they ob- 
serve the secret police attack and whisk away a man 
walking in front of them. Even with this reminder 
that her survival depends on submission, Offred 
continues to gain forbidden information and will 
soon begin a relationship that will place her in more 
danger. 


At first glance her relationship with Nick ap- 
pears to be evidence of her desire to withdraw from 
the harsh realities of her world. She communicates 
less with Ofglen and claims little interest in dis- 
covering new information for her during nights 
with the Commander. Yet Offred knowingly places 
her life in real danger each time she meets Nick in 
his apartment. 


Her physical relationship with Nick is also an 
act of subversion. In Gilead her body determines 
her function. As Offred notes, in her service as a 
Handmaid her body is no longer “an implement for 
the accomplishment of [her] will.” Aunt Lydia has 
urged them at the Center to renounce themselves 
and become “impenetrable” and therefore pure 
breeding machines. 


Offred regains some individual power when 
she takes back her body and offers it to Nick, will- 
ingly. Their sexual union and growing affection for 
each other prove that she has allowed her self to be 
“penetrated” both literally and figuratively. Al- 
though she feels ashamed when she admits to her- 
self that she no longer wants to leave the Com- 
mander’s home when she suspects she is pregnant, 
her desire to maintain her relationship with Nick 
and their child is another form of rebellion. 


Atwood juxtaposes the actions of other female 
characters with those of Offred in order to high- 
light her sensibility and her courage. Offred appears 
to be not as strong as Moira or her mother, who 
was a radical feminist before the new Republic took 
over. She admits she feels like “a wimp” when 
compared to her friend Moira who continually tries 
to escape the confines of the Republic. Yet Moira 
suffers greatly for her attempts; she is beaten se- 
verely and is sent to Jezebel’s, where she will have 
“three or four good years” before she is sent “to 
the boneyard.” 


Offred insists that she wants “gallantry from 
[Moira], swashbuckling heroism, single-handed 
combat. Something I lack.” Yet Offred survives, 
unlike the “Incorrigibles” like Moira who are given 
two choices: a few years as either a prostitute at 
Jezebel’s or a worker in the Colonies cleaning up 
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toxic waste dumps and then death. Offred’s mother, 
another more traditional hero, was sent to the 
Colonies. Before the new Republic took over, she 
had staged demonstrations against oppressive 
treatment of women and rallies to “Take Back the 
Night” from male predators. Yet Offred has “taken 
back the night” in her own personal way during her 
nightly meetings with Nick. Offred’s heroism is 
more subtle, but no less dangerous, and it helps 
keep her alive. 


Atwood also juxtaposes Offred’s behavior 
with that of the pregnant Handmaid, Janine who 
“testifies” about her gang rape and subsequent 
abortion, and, spurred on by jeering women, ad- 
mits full responsibility for these actions, thus set- 
ting a “good example” for the others. Janine gives 
in completely to the Republic and its dogma and 
as a result often slips into a trance-like state and 
loses all sense of reality and her own identity. 


Throughout The Handmaid’s Tale Atwood 
traces her heroine’s efforts to cope, endure, and sur- 
vive her nightmare world. Offred’s account of her 
life in Gilead presents a fascinating portrait of the 
politics of power and the strength of the individual 
will in its struggle to preserve a sense of self. 


Source: Wendy Perkins, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998. 


Diane S. Wood 

In the following essay, Wood compares 
Fahrenheit 451 with Margaret Atwood’s The Hand- 
maid’s Tale, focusing on their historical context 
and respective treatment of conformity and institu- 
tionalized repression. 


Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and Margaret 
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale depict the rational 
decision to go into exile, to leave one’s native land, 
that is, the pre-exile condition. These novels pre- 
sent horrifying views of the near future where so- 
cietal pressures enforce rigid limitations on indi- 
vidual freedom. Their alienated characters find 
their circumstances repugnant. Justice and freedom 
are denied them, along with the possibility for en- 
riching their lives through intellectual pursuits. 
These speculative novels like Orwell’s 1984 are 
dystopian in nature, showing how precarious are 
today’s constitutional rights and how necessary it 
is to preserve these liberties for future generations. 
They depict ordinary people, caught in circum- 
stances that they cannot control, people who resist 
oppression at the risk of their lives and who choose 
exile because it has to be better than their present, 
unbearable circumstances. Voluntary exile neces- 
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sitates a journey into the unknown as an alterna- 
tive to the certain repression of the present. 


Both novels offer a bleak possible future for 
the United States. Bradbury, writing in the Mc- 
Carthy era of the 1950s, envisions a time when peo- 
ple choose to sit by the hour watching television 
programs and where owning books is a crime. At- 
wood, in the 1980s, foresees a time when, in the 
wake of changes begun during the Reagan Ad- 
ministration, women are denied even the most ba- 
sic rights of working and owning property. Both 
novels thus present “political” stances in the widest 
sense of the word.... 


The novels by Bradbury and Atwood examine 
the personal response of an individual who is in 
conflict with the majority in his society and whose 
occupation is abhorrent to him.... Atwood’s novel 
recounts the story of a protagonist caught up in the 
rapid transition of her society. Dehumanized, 
stripped of her personal name and individual iden- 
tity, and referred to only by the name of the man 
to whose household she is assigned, Offred (or Of- 
Fred), a handmaid, experiences firsthand an up- 
heaval in the social order ending in limited personal 
freedom. The new oligarchy uses Old Testament 
injunctions to justify extreme repression. Like the 
shock troops to which they are compared, hand- 
maids are in the avant garde of the social reform 
and they undergo brutal re-education at the Rachel 
& Leah Re-Education Centers, after which, like 
soldiers, they are “posted” to a commander’s 
household. Even more than Montag, Offred’s life 
is determined by her social role. As a fertile woman 
in a nearly sterile society, her function is to pro- 
duce viable offspring and her entire life is regu- 
lated by her reproductive duties. She describes her- 
self and her fellow handmaids as “two-legged 
wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels, ambulatory chal- 
ices.” There is nothing erotic about the handmaids, 
their mission is strictly biological: “We are for 
breeding purposes: we aren’t concubines, geisha 
girls, courtesans.” From the beginning of the nar- 
rative, [Offred] is literally a prisoner, watched at 
all times and even tattooed with a number: “Four 
digits and an eye, a passport in reverse. It’s sup- 
posed to guarantee that I will never be able to fade, 
finally, into another landscape. I am too important, 
too scarce, for that. I am a national resoure.” 


In both novels the population is strictly regu- 
lated and the conduct of individuals is highly reg- 
imented. Indeed, in these repressive circumstances, 
it is not surprising that the protagonists would wish 
to flee, especially since, by the end of the novels, 


Novels Students 


for 


they have broken laws which would bring the death 
penalty if they were apprehended.... 


Discipline is less mechanized in The Hand- 
maid’s Tale but no less ruthless. Cadres of brutal 
“Aunts,” “Angels,” “Guardians,” and “Eyes” en- 
force order in Atwood’s imaginary Gilead. Cat- 
tleprods punish uncooperative handmaids in the re- 
habilitation center. For particularly bad infractions, 
the handmaids’ hands and feet are tortured: “They 
used steel cables, frayed at the ends. After that the 
hands. They didn’t care what they did to your feet 
or your hands, even if it was permanent. Remem- 
ber, said Aunt Lydia. For our purposes your feet 
and your hands are not essential.” Other punish- 
ments are even more severe. A woman caught read- 
ing three times merits a hand cut off. Handmaids 
are executed for being unchaste, attempting to kill 
a commander, or trying to escape. Wives die for 
adultery or for attempting to kill a handmaid. As 
in the Middle Ages, cadavers of tortured prisoners 
are displayed on the town wall to encourage con- 
formity to rules. Offred describes her reaction to 
the cadavers hanging there: 


It’s the bags over the heads that are the worst, worse 
than the faces themselves would be. It makes the men 
like dolls on which the faces have not yet been 
painted; like scarecrows, which in a way is what they 
are, since they are meant to scare. Or as if their heads 
are sacks, stuffed with some undifferentiated mater- 
ial, like flour or dough. It’s the obvious heaviness of 
the heads, their vacancy, the way gravity pulls them 
down and there’s no life anymore to hold them up. 
The heads are zeros. 

Execution is a public event, called a “Sal- 
vaging.” The local women are assembled to wit- 
ness the execution by hanging of two handmaids 
and a wife. The authorities decide to depart from 
past procedure and not read the crimes of the con- 
demned in order to prevent a rash of similar crimes. 
Offred comments on the unpopularity of this deci- 
sion: “The crimes of others are a secret language 
among us. Through them we show ourselves what 
we might be capable of, after all.” The assembled 
women are required to assent to the punishment 
even though they do not know the nature of the 
crime. As part of the audience, Offred makes the 
ceremonial gesture of compliance with the execu- 
поп: “Т... Шеп placed my hand on my heart to 
show my unity with the Salvagers and my consent, 
and my complicity in the death of this woman.” 

An even more frightening public ceremony is 
that of “Particicution,” where handmaids act as ex- 
ecutioners of an accused rapist. Death is the pun- 
ishment set in Deuteronomy 22:23-29. Offred 
paints the scene in terms of bloodlust: “The air is 
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bright with adrenaline, we are permitted anything 
and this is freedom.” The women literally tear the 
accused apart with their bare hands. These brutal 
ceremonies serve to release violent emotion in a so- 
cially approved setting, since its normal expression 
is otherwise denied.... 

Whereas in Fahrenheit 45] the government 
acted opportunistically, taking advantage of the 
lack of passionate readers to outlaw books, the gov- 
ernment in The Handmaid’s Tale actively shapes 
lifestyles through public policy. Atwood’s protag- 
onist recalls the governmental action that declares 
women may no longer own property and hold jobs. 
Offred is fired, along with every other woman in 
the country. Her money can be transferred to her 
husband, but she no longer may control the funds 
accessed by her plastic card. The government de- 
prives women of the right to work and to own prop- 
erty simultaneously, to prevent a mass exodus. 
These freedoms were not the first to be lost, how- 
ever. Offred explains the progressive loss of the 
women’s constitutional rights, perpetrated by an 
ominous invisible group she identifies as “they”: 


It was after the catastrophe, when they shot the pres- 
ident and machine-gunned the Congress and the army 
declared a state of emergency. They blamed it on the 
Islamic fanatics, at the time.... That was when they 
suspended the Constitution. They said it would be 
temporary. There wasn’t even any rioting in the 
streets. People stayed home at night, watching tele- 
vision, looking for some direction. There wasn’t even 
an enemy you could put your finger on. 

Still the transition is gradual and required the 
complicity of the populace: “We lived, as usual, by 
ignoring. Ignoring isn’t the same as ignorance, you 
have to work at it. Nothing changes instanta- 
neously: in a gradually heating bathtub you’d be 
boiled to death before you knew it.” The protago- 
nist finally decides that the conditions of the mili- 
tary state are untenable and unsuccessfully tries to 
escape to freedom with her husband and child, only 
to find that it is too late. When captured, she is sep- 
arated from her family whom she never sees again, 
and is forced to take her place as a handmaid. 


In both novels books represent important arti- 
facts of the past and the act of reading becomes a 
heroic gesture. This is not surprising since both au- 
thors are avid readers and have described the im- 
portance of books in their lives.... Allusions to be- 
ing denied the right to read occur throughout The 
Handmaid’s Tale. As a handmaid, Offred is forbid- 
den to read, a hardship for a person whose former 
job was in a library. The only words she sees are 
“faith” on the petit point cushion in her room and 
“Nolite te bastardes carborundorum” (Don’t let the 
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bastards get you down) which is scratched in tiny 
letters near the floor of her cupboard. During the 
course of the novel Offred recalls reading and hav- 
ing access to books and regrets her former blasé at- 
titude toward them. Because they are now denied to 
her, they become very precious whereas once books 
were commonplace and taken for granted. In the 
middle of the novel her Commander (the Fred of Of- 
fred) invites her to forbidden soirées in his private 
study. He permits her to read old women’s maga- 
zines. Offred philosophically reflects on the promise 
that the old magazines once held: 
What was in them was promise. They dealt in trans- 
formations; they suggested an endless series of pos- 
sibilities, extending like the reflections in two mir- 
rors set facing one another, stretching on, replica after 
replica, to the vanishing point. They suggested one 
adventure after another, one wardrobe after another, 
one improvement after another, one man after an- 
other. They suggested rejuvenation, pain overcome 
and transcended, endless love. The real promise in 
them was immortality. 

The Commander not only lets Offred read 
magazines but plays scrabble with her. This is the 
ultimate in forbidden games in a society where 
women are not allowed to read: “Now it’s danger- 
ous. Now it’s indecent. Now it’s something he can’t 
do with his Wife. Now it’s desirable. Now he’s 
compromised himself. It’s as if he’s offered me 
drugs.” 

When the Commander allows Offred to read 
magazines, the experience is equated to the or- 
giastic pleasures of eating or of sex: “On these oc- 
casions [ read quickly, voraciously, almost skim- 
ming, trying to get as much into my head as 
possible before the next long starvation. If it were 
eating it would be the gluttony of the famished; if 
it were sex it would be a swift furtive stand-up in 
an alley somewhere.” The Commander, who 
watches the illicit reading, is described as a sort of 
pervert: “While I read, the Commander sits and 
watches me doing it, without speaking but also 
without taking his eyes off me. This watching is a 
curiously sexual act, and I feel undressed while he 
does it. I wish he would turn his back, stroll around 
the room, read something himself. Then perhaps I 
could relax more, take my time. As it is, this illicit 
reading of mine seems a kind of performance.” 


These magazines somehow escaped the gov- 
ernment’s attention, although house-to-house 
searches and bonfires were conducted on the orders 
of the oligarchy in order to remove all reading ma- 
terial from women. The government of Gilead de- 
nied women access to the printed word as a means 
of controlling them. Only the vicious Aunts are al- 


lowed to read and write as a part of their role in re- 
educating the handmaids. The effect of this is to si- 
lence the women, or as Atwood has said elsewhere: 
“The aim of all suppression is to silence the voice, 
abolish the word, so that the only voices and words 
left are those of the ones in power.” 


In her essays Atwood speaks out against sup- 
pression of reading and writing, abhoring fascism 
on anyone’s part. This view is paralleled in the 
novel where Offred remembers as a young girl at- 
tending a magazine burning with her mother, who 
is recalled as a quintessential feminist demonstra- 
tor of the 1970s. As the pornographic material 
burns the image evoked is particularly poetic: “T 
threw the magazine into the flames. It rifled open 
in the wind of its burning; big flakes of paper came 
loose, sailed into the air, still on fire, parts of 
women’s bodies, turning to black ash, in the air, 
before my eyes.” Offred’s views toward women’s 
rights are much less activist in nature than her 
mother’s. The mother/daughter relationship is 
fraught with tension and their opposing viewpoints 
brings into question some of the tactics of the 
women’s movement including the bookburning. 
After attending a “Birthing,” a particularly 
grotesque woman’s ritual in Gilead, Offred ironi- 
cally comments: “Mother, I think. Wherever you, 
may be. Can you, hear me? You wanted a women’s 
culture. Well now there is one. It isn’t what you 
meant, but it exists. Be thankful for small mercies.” 
Her feminist mother probably dies a victim of the 
new regime, but when Gilead comes into being, 
there is no triumph on the part of the rightwing op- 
ponents to the woman’s movement like the Com- 
mander’s Wife Serena Joy. These women also find 
no happiness in the new society. 


Despite the fact that the social order is founded 
on biblical references, women are not allowed to 
read the Bible: “The Bible is kept locked up, the 
way people once kept tea locked up, so the servants 
wouldn’t steal it. It is an incendiary device: who 
knows what we’d make of it, if we ever got our 
hands on it? We can be read to from it, by him [the 
commander], but we cannot read.” Even the fa- 
miliar reading passages read by the commander 
hold their attraction for those hungering for the 
written word: “He’s like a man toying with a steak, 
behind a restaurant window, pretending not to see 
the eyes watching him from hungry darkness not 
three feet from his elbow. We lean towards him a 
little, iron filings to his magnet. He has something 
we don’t have, he has the word. How we squan- 
dered it, once.” Tapes of biblical readings are an 
integral part of the re-education in the Rachel and 
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Leah Centers. The quotations, however, have been 
changed to further the goals of the oligarchy. Of- 
fred notices transformations in the Beatitudes: 
“Blessed be the poor in spirit, for theirs is the king- 
dom of heaven. Blessed are the merciful. Blessed 
be the meek. Blessed are the silent. | knew they 
made that up, I knew it was wrong, and they left 
things out, too, but there was no way of checking. 
Blessed be those that mourn, for they shall be com- 
forted, Nobody said when.” Her ironic comments 
underscore her frustration with the prohibition 
against reading and her resistance to indoctrination. 


Just as the Beatitudes are rewritten, Marx’s 
comments about the distribution of property are at- 
tributed to the Bible in order to justify the distrib- 
ution of the precious and scarce handmaids in 
Gilead: “Not every Commander has a Handmaid: 
some of their Wives have children. From each, says 
the slogan, according to her ability; to each ac- 
cording to his needs. We recited that, three times, 
after dessert. It was from the Bible, or so they said. 
St. Paul again, in Acts.” 


The author’s ironic use of religious terms be- 
comes comic when she creates the franchise “Soul 
Scrolls” where prayers are continually spewed out 
on printout machines called “Holy Rollers” and 
paid for by pious citizens. Like the flavors in an 
ice cream store, there are five different prayers: “for 
health, wealth, a death, a birth, a sin.” The state re- 
ligion distortedly caricatures fundamentalist be- 
liefs, including having a former television gospel 
singer as the Commander’s Wife. 


Each novel ends with the protagonist’s escape 
and the beginning of his exile from repression. 
There is some ambiguity, however, since the alter- 
native order is not elaborated on. In the last lines 
of her tale [Offred] describes her feelings as she 
steps into the Black Maria which has come for her: 
“Whether this is my end or a new beginning Т have 
no way of knowing: I have given myself over into 
the hands of strangers, because it can’t be helped. 
And so I step up, into the darkness within; or else 
the light.” The postscript “Historical Notes on The 
Handmaid’s Tale’ provides information that the 
heroine survives to record her story on cassette 
tapes. She is rescued by the Mayday organization 
of the Underground Femaleroad. Her ultimate fate 
is unknown to the scholars of 2195 who, in an aca- 
demic conference, comment on the handmaid’s 
story as a historical document from the past. 


The appeal of these two highly acclaimed nov- 
els stems from the main characters’ difficult situa- 
tion in a repressive future United States. The plau- 
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We lived, as usual, by 
ignoring. Ignoring isn’t the same 
as ignorance, you have to work, 
at it. Nothing changes 
instantaneously: in a gradually 
heating bathtub you'd be boiled 
to death before you Rnew it.” 


—jfrom A Handmaid’s Tale 





sible explanations given by both Bradbury and At- 
wood for the ghastly turn taken by American soci- 
ety in the futures they portray serves as a vivid re- 
minder that freedom must be vigilantly guarded in 
order to be maintained. Apathy and fear create un- 
livable societies from which only a few courageous 
souls dare escape. “Ordinary” says one of the cruel 
Aunts of The Handmaid’s Tale “is what you are 
used to.” The main characters never are able to ac- 
cept the “ordinariness” of the repression which sur- 
rounds them. They are among the few who are will- 
ing to risk the difficult path of exile. 


Source: Diane S. Wood, “Bradbury and Atwood: Exile as 
Rational Decision,” in The Literature of Emigration and Ex- 
ile, edited by James Whitlark and Wendall Aycock, Texas 
Tech University Press, 1992, pp. 131-42. 


Amin Malak 


In the following excerpt, Malak examines how 
Atwood infuses the conventions of the dystopian 
genre with her own distinctive artistry in The Hand- 
maid’s Tale. 


One of [The Handmaid’s Tale’s] successful as- 
pects concerns the skillful portrayal of a state that 
in theory claims to be founded on Christian prin- 
ciples, yet in practice miserably lacks spirituality 
and benevolence. The state in Gilead prescribes a 
pattern of life based on frugality, conformity, cen- 
sorship, corruption, fear, and terror—in short, the 
usual terms of existence enforced by totalitarian 
states, instance of which can be found in such 
dystopian works as Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s 
Brave New World, and Orwell’s 1984. 


What distinguishes Atwood’s novel from those 
dystopian classics is its obvious feminist focus. 
Gilead is openly misogynistic, in both its theocracy 
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and practice. The state reduces the handmaids to the 
slavery status of being mere “breeders.” ... The 
handmaid’s situation lucidly illustrates Simone de 
Beauvoir’s assertion in The Second Sex [Knopf, 
1971] about man defining woman not as an au- 
tonomous being but as simply what he decrees to 
be relative to him: “For him she is sex—absolute 
sex, no less. She is defined and differentiated with 
reference to man and not with reference to her; she 
is the incidental, as opposed to the essential. He is 
the Subject, he is the Absolute—she is the Other.” 
This view of man’s marginalization of woman cor- 
roborates Foucault’s earlier observation about the 
power-sex correlative; since man holds the sancti- 
fied reigns of power in society, he rules, assigns 
roles, and decrees after social, religious, and cos- 
mic concepts convenient to his interests and desires. 


However, not all the female characters in At- 
wood’s novel are sympathetic, nor all the male ones 
demonic. The Aunts, a vicious elite of collaborators 
who conduct torture lectures, are among the church- 
state’s staunchest supporters; these renegades turn 
into zealous converts, appropriating male values at 
the expense of their feminine instincts. One of them, 
Aunt Lydia, functions, ironically, as the spokesper- 
son of antifeminism; she urges the handmaids to re- 
nounce themselves and become non-persons: 
“Modesty is invisibility, said Aunt Lydia. Never for- 
get it. To be seen—to be seen—is to be—her voice 
trembled—penetrated. What you must be, girls, is 
impenetrable. She called us girls.” On the other 
hand, Nick, the Commander’s chauffeur, is in- 
volved with the underground network, of men and 
women, that aims at rescuing women and conduct- 
ing sabotage. Besides, Atwood’s heroine constantly 
yearns for her former marriage life with Luke, 
presently presumed dead. Accordingly, while At- 
wood poignantly condemns the misogynous men- 
tality that can cause a heavy toll of human suffer- 
ing, she refrains from convicting a gender in its 
entirety as the perpetrator of the nightmare that is 
Gilead. Indeed, we witness very few of the male 
characters acting with stark cruelty; the narrative re- 
ports most of the violent acts after the fact, sparing 
the reader gory scenes. Even the Commander ap- 
pears more pathetic than sinister, baffled than ma- 
nipulative, almost, at times, a Fool. 


Some may interpret Atwood’s position here as 
a non-feminist stance, approving of women’s 
status-quo. In a review for the Times Literary Sup- 
plement, [March 21, 1986] Lorna Sage describes 
The Handmaid’s Tale as Atwood’s “revisionist 
look at her more visionary self,” and as “a novel 
in praise of the present, for which, perhaps, you 
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have to have the perspective of dystopia.” It is re- 
ally difficult to conceive Atwood’s praising the pre- 
sent, because, like Orwell who in 1984 extrapolated 
specific ominous events and tendencies in twenti- 
eth-century politics, she tries to caution against 
right-wing fundamentalism, rigid dogmas, and 
misogynous theosophies that may be currently 
gaining a deceptive popularity. The novel’s 
mimetic impulse then aims at wresting an imper- 
fect present from a horror-ridden future: it appeals 
for vigilance, and an appreciation of the mature val- 
ues of tolerance, compassion, and, above all, for 
women’s unique identity. 


The novel’s thematics operate by positing po- 
larized extremes: a decadent present, which Aunt 
Lydia cynically describes as “a society dying ... of 
too much choice,” and a totalitarian future that pro- 
hibits choice. Naturally, while rejecting the indul- 
gent decadence and chaos of an anarchic society, 
the reader condemns the Gilead regime for its in- 
tolerant, prescriptive set of values that projects a 
tunnel vision on reality and eliminates human vo- 
lition: “There is more than one kind of freedom, 
said Aunt Lydia. Freedom to and freedom from. In 
the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you 
are being given freedom from. Don’t underrate it.” 
As illustrated by the fears and agonies that Offred 
endures, when human beings are not free to aspire 
toward whatever they wish, when choices become 
so severely constrained that, to quote from Dos- 
toyevsky’s The Possessed, “only the necessary is 
necessary,” life turns into a painfully prolonged 
prison term. Interestingly, the victimization process 
does not involve Offred and the handmaids alone, 
but extends to the oppressors as well. Everyone 
ruled by the Gilead regime suffers the deprivation 
of having no choice, except what the church-state 
decrees; even the Commander is compelled to per- 
form his sexual assignment with Offred as a mat- 
ter of obligation: “This is no recreation, even for 
the Commander. This is serious business. The 
Commander, too, is doing his duty.” 


Since the inhabitants of Gilead lead the pre- 
carious existence befitting victims, most try in var- 
ied ways to cope, endure, and survive. This situa- 
tion of being a victim and trying to survive 
dramatizes Atwood’s major thesis in her critical 
work Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Lit- 
erature, {Anansi, 1973] in which she suggests that 
Canada, metaphorically still a colony or an op- 
pressed minority, is “a collective victim,” and that 
“the central symbol for Canada ... is undoubtedly 
Survival, la Survivance.” Atwood, furthermore, 
enumerates what she labels “basic victim posi- 
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tions,” whereby a victim may choose any of four 
possible options, one of which is to acknowledge 
being a victim but refuse “to accept the assumption 
that the role is inevitable.” This position fully ex- 
plains Offred’s role as the protagonist-narrator of 
The Handmaid’s Tale. Offred’s progress as a ma- 
turing consciousness is indexed by an evolving 
awareness of herself as a victimized woman, and 
then a gradual development toward initiating risky 
but assertive schemes that break the slavery syn- 
drome. Her double-crossing the Commander and 
his Wife, her choice to hazard a sexual affair with 
Nick, and her association with the underground net- 
work, all point to the shift from being a helpless 
victim to being a sly, subversive survivor. This im- 
pulse to survive, together with the occasional 
flashes of warmth and concern among the hand- 
maids, transmits reassuring signs of hope and hu- 
manity in an otherwise chilling and depressing tale. 


What makes Atwood’s book such a moving 
tale is its clever technique in presenting the hero- 
ine initially as a voice, almost like a sleepwalker 
conceiving disjointed perceptions of its surround- 
ings, as well as flashing reminiscences about a by- 
gone life. As the scenes gather more details, the 
heroine’s voice is steadily and imperceptively, yet 
convincingly, transfigured into a full-roundedness 
that parallels her maturing comprehension of what 
is happening around her. Thus the victim, manip- 
ulated and coerced, is metamorphosed into a de- 
termined conniver who daringly violates the per- 
verted canons of Gilead. Moreover, Atwood 
skilfully manipulates the time sequence between 
the heroine’s past (pre-Gilead life) and the present: 
those shifting reminiscences offer glimpses of a 
life, though not ideal, still filled with energy, cre- 
ativity, humaneness, and a sense of selfhood, a life 
that sharply contrasts with the alienation, slavery, 
and suffering under totalitarianism. By the end of 
the novel, the reader is effectively and conclusively 
shown how the misogynous regime functions on 
the basis of power, not choice; coercion, not voli- 
tion; fear, not desire. In other words, Atwood ad- 
ministers in doses the assaulting shocks to our sen- 
sibilities of a grim dystopian nightmare: initially, 
the narrative voice, distant and almost diffidently 
void of any emotions, emphasizes those aspects of 
frugality and solemnity imposed by the state, then 
progressively tyranny and corruption begin to un- 
fold piecemeal. As the novel concludes, as the hor- 
ror reaches a climax, the narrative voice assumes a 
fully engaged emotional tone that cleverly keeps us 
in suspense about the heroine’s fate. This method 
of measured, well-punctuated revelations about 
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Gilead connects symbolically with the novel’s cen- 
tral meaning: misogynous dogmas, no matter how 
seemingly innocuous and trustworthy they may ap- 
pear at their initial conception, are bound, when al- 
lowed access to power, to reveal their ruthlessly 
tyrannical nature. 


Regardless of the novel’s dystopian essence, it 
nevertheless avoids being solemn; on the contrary, 
it sustains an ironic texture throughout. We do not 
find too many frightening images that may compare 
with Oceana’s torture chambers: the few graphic 
horror scenes are crisply and snappily presented, 
sparing us a blood-curdling impact. (Some may crit- 
icize this restraint as undermining the novel’s in- 
tegrity and emotional validity.) As in all dystopias, 
Atwood’s aim is to encourage the reader to adopt a 
rational stance that avoids total “suspension of dis- 
belief.” This rational stance dislocates full emotional 
involvement in order to create a Brechtian type of 
alienation that, in turn, generates an ironic charge. 
This rational stance too should not be total, because 
Atwood does want us to care sympathetically about 
her heroine’s fate; hence the emotional distance be- 
tween reader and character must allow for closeness, 
but up to a point. Furthermore, Atwood is equally 
keen on preserving the ironic flair intact. No won- 
der then that she concludes The Handmaid’s Tale 
with a climactic moment of irony: she exposes, in a 
hilarious epilogue, the absurdity and futility of cer- 
tain academic writings that engage in dull, clinically 
sceptic analysis of irrelevancies and inanities, yet 
miss the vital issues. ... The entire “Historical Notes” 
at the end of the novel represents a satire on critics 
who spin out theories about literary or historical texts 
without genuinely recognizing or experiencing the 
pathos expressed in them: they circumvent issues, 
classify data, construct clever hypotheses garbed in 
ritualistic, fashionable jargon, but no spirited illu- 
mination ever comes out of their endeavours. At- 
wood soberly demonstrates that when a critic or 
scholar (and by extension a reader) avoids, under the 
guise of scholarly objectivity, taking a moral or po- 
litical stand about an issue of crucial magnitude such 
as totalitarianism, he or she will necessarily become 
an apologist for evil; more significantly, the applause 
the speaker receives gives us a further compelling 
glimpse into a distant future that still harbours strong 
misogynous tendencies. 


While the major dystopian features can clearly 
be located in The Handmaid’s Tale, the novel of- 
fers two distinct additional features: feminism and 
irony. Dramatizing the interrelationship between 
power and sex, the book’s feminism, despite con- 
demning male misogynous mentality, upholds and 
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cherishes a man-woman axis; here, feminism func- 
tions inclusively rather than exclusively, poignantly 
rather than stridently, humanely rather than cyni- 
cally. The novel’s ironic tone, on the other hand, 
betokens a confident narrative strategy that aims at 
treating a depressing material gently and gradually, 
yet firmly, openly, and conclusively, thus skilfully 
succeeding in securing the reader’s sympathy and 
interest. The novel shows Atwood’s strengths both 
as an engaging story-teller and a creator of a sym- 
pathetic heroine, and as an articulate crafts-woman 
of a theme that is both current and controversial. As 
the novel signifies a landmark in the maturing 
process of Atwood’s creative career, her self-as- 
sured depiction of the grim dystopian world gives 
an energetic and meaningful impetus to the genre.... 
Source: Amin Malak, “Margaret Atwood’s “The Hand- 
maid’s Tale’ and the Dystopian Tradition,” in Canadian Lit- 
erature, No. 112, Spring, 1987, pp. 9-16. 
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In Country was the first novel that Bobbie Ann Ma- 
son had published. Until just a few years earlier, 
she had been an unknown college teacher. Her first 
book of fiction, Shiloh, and Other Stories, was a 
great critical success. The short story collection 
earned nominations for the National Book Critics 
Circle award, the American Book Award, and the 
P.E.N./Faulkner Award for fiction. Critics and 
readers awaited the publication of Jn Country with 
much anticipation. 


The book, which takes place in western Ken- 
tucky, concerns a teenage girl’s questions about the 
war in Vietnam, where her father died and her un- 
cle served. Unlike many serious works of literature, 
which generally avoid current events because they 
will soon be outdated, the novel has constant cul- 
tural references that were fresh when it was pub- 
lished in 1984, The Vietnam Veterans Memorial, 
for instance, which is central to the story, had been 
dedicated as recently as 1982, and the Bruce 
Springsteen album that is quoted in the epigram and 
mentioned frequently thereafter was released in 
1984. 


In addition to the timely cultural references, the 
characters that Mason presented also helped her 
gain a broader audience than many novelists enjoy. 
These characters do not have their interests and sen- 
sibilities formed by reading literature, but, like most 
Americans, they know life through the references 
that the consumer culture has given them. McDon- 
ald’s, Holiday Inn and the shopping mall are all not 
just abstract, but significant pieces of their lives. In 
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Country, like most of Bobbie Ann Mason's works, 
succeeds in using Ure mundane aspects of modem 
life in a search for greater meaning. 
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Their Sisters was published in 1975. 


During the late 1970s, while teaching joumal- 
ism at Mansfield State College in Pennsylvania, 


Mason began writing short stones, developing her 
unique style from her observations of life. Loox- 
ing back, she has expressed amusement at the ar- 
rogance that Jed her to send the second story she 
wrote to The New Yorker, arguably the most pres- 
ligious magazine thal a writer could be published 
in. The polite rejection they sent her jed Mason tọ 
submit another story. then another, unul the mag- 
azine finally printed her twentieth submission in 
1980. Other magazines printed her works, and in 
1982, sixtcen of her stories were collected in 
Shiloh, and Other Stories, which won rave reviews 
and was awarded the 1983 Emest Hemingway 
Foundation Award, as well as being nominated for 
several other national prizes. fa Country, her furst 
nove}, was published in 1935. She has published 
several novels, such as Spence + Lila and Feather 
Crowns, and a short story collection, Love Life. She 
currently lives in Kentucky. 


Piot Summary 


Part I 

Bobbie Ann Mason's novel fn Country is che 
story of Samantha Hughes, known as Sam, and her 
guest to uncover the truth of the Vietnam War. For 
seyenteen-year-old Sam, the war has particular sig- 
nificance: her father died in Vietnam shortly before 
her own birth. 


The novel is divided into three parts; the first 
and last parts, written in present tense, frame the 
middle of the novel, told in a long flashback. As 
the story opens, Sam, Sam's maternal uncle, Em- 
met, a Wietnam War veteran, and Sam’s paternal 
grandmother, Mawmaw, are driving from their 
home in Kentucky to Washington D.C. to visit the 
Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial. There is the sugges- 
tion thal some crisis, reached about two weeks ear- 
lier, precipitated the cross-country trip. 


Part il 

(n the second part of the story, the novel slips 
into past lense and recounts the events of the sum- 
mer immediately before the tip to the Wall. We 
learn background information about Dwayne, 
Sam's father, and about Emmett’s return from Viet- 
nam. We also learn about Irene, Sam’s mother, and 
her response to Dwayne's death. Irene has since re- 
married, has a new baby, and now lives m Lex- 
ington. 


Sam lives with Emmett. Sam, just graduated 
from high school, has a boyfrend named Lonnie. 
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She does not know what she wants out of life. Em- 
mett, who is unemployed and who has not worked 
since his return from Vietnam, cooks for the pair 
and spends his days trying to shore up the sagging 
foundation of their house. The two watch a lot of 
M.A.S.H. on television, and although Sam knows 
that the television show is about the Korean War, 
it starts her thinking about the Vietnam War, and 
about her father. 


Sam is worried about Emmett who suffers 
from acne, headaches, and stomach disorders. She 
is convinced that he has been poisoned from Agent 
Orange, a defoliant used during the Vietnam War. 
At the same time, Sam finds herself increasingly 
interested in the Vietnam War. She wants to un- 
derstand Emmett and she wants to know more 
about her father. Consequently, she begins spend- 
ing time with Emmett’s friends, a group of veter- 
ans who breakfast at McDonald’s everyday. 

Sam also worries about her future. She talks 
about her plans with her only girl friend, Dawn. 
When Dawn tells Sam that she is pregnant, Sam 
confronts her own situation. Although everyone as- 
sumes that she will marry Lonnie in the fall, she is 
not sure that this is the future she wants. 


Meanwhile, the veterans plan a dance and Sam 
persuades Emmett to go. His old girlfriend, Anita, 
will be there and Sam wants to see them reunited. 
In addition, Sam has discovered that she is strongly 
attracted to one of Emmett’s friends, Tom. Tom 
owns a garage, and has a VW Beetle Sam wants to 
buy. 

At the dance, Sam and Tom spend the evening 
together and then return to Tom’s apartment. Al- 
though they attempt to have sexual intercourse, 
Tom is impotent. Tom blames his impotence on the 
psychological damage inflicted by the war. Al- 
though Sam still desires Tom, he is mortified over 
his inability to have sex. 


When Sam returns home she discovers Emmett 
has not returned from the dance. Three days later, 
Irene brings Emmett home. He showed up at her 
house in Lexington, drunk after the dance. 


During Irene’s visit, Sam asks her for more in- 
formation about Dwayne. Irene suggests that she 
talk to her paternal grandparents and tells her that 
there may be a notebook there that Dwayne left. 
She also tells Sam that there are letters from 
Dwayne somewhere in Sam and Emmett’s house. 
Before she leaves, Irene gives Sam the money to 
buy the Beetle. 


After Irene leaves, Sam finds her father’s let- 
ters and reads them. They do not provide the an- 
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swers she needs and she grows increasingly con- 
fused over what she wants from life. Consequently, 
she breaks off her relationship with Lonnie. 


Sam next visits her paternal grandparents who 
show her pictures of Dwayne. In addition, they also 
give Dwayne’s diary to Sam. When Sam reads the 
diary and his account of finding a rotting Viet- 
namese corpse, Dwayne’s life in Vietnam suddenly 
becomes real to her. 


At the heart of Sam’s distress is her under- 
standing that both her father and Emmett had killed 
people. Worse, she also understands that her father 
thought of the people he killed as “gooks,” not even 
really human. She decides that the only way she 
will understand how this happened is if she can 
somehow recreate the Vietnam War for herself. 
Thus, she loads up her car with camping goods and 
heads out to Cawood Pond, a swampy, dangerous 
location in the country. 


Sam spends the night at Cawood Pond, im- 
mersing herself in smells, and noises of the thick 
swamp. In the dark, she thinks of her pregnant 
friend Dawn and then imagines the way soldiers 
kill babies. Disoriented and frightened, Sam sur- 
vives the night only to hear someone approaching 
her in the morning. Hurriedly, Sam tries to fashion 
a weapon out of a can of smoked oysters, thinking 
she might be approached by a rapist. 


However, it is not a rapist who approaches 
Sam, but Emmett, worried and looking for her. In 
the confrontation that follows, Emmett finally tells 
Sam what it was like for him in Vietnam. He weeps, 
and confesses how much he loves Sam, how he has 
tried to be a father to her, and how he has failed. 


Part Hl 

After the return from Cawood’s Pond, Sam 
suffers from what she thinks of as “post-Vietnam 
stress syndrome,” and seems to be unable to take 
any action at all. Emmett, however, suddenly seems 
to find direction. He announces that they are going 
to Washington, D.C., to see the Vietnam Veteran’s 
War Memorial, and he persuades Dwayne’s mother 
to go with them. The novel shifts back into present 
tense as the trio drive through Maryland into Wash- 
ington. 

When they reach the Wall, Emmett finds 
Dwayne’s name in the directory and they approach 
the panel where his name is placed. Dwayne’s 
name, on panel 9E is far above their heads. Sam 
gets a ladder from a workman, and they persuade 
Mawmaw to climb the ladder and touch Dwayne’s 
name. 
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Sam, too, climbs the ladder and touches her fa- 
ther’s name. She then goes back to the directory 
and looks up her father’s name once again. Sud- 
denly, she finds what she thinks is her own name: 
Sam Hughes. She rushes to panel 14E, and locates 
the name: 


SAM A. HUGHES. It is the first on a line. It is down 
low enough to touch. She touches her own name. 
How odd it feels, as though all the names in Amer- 
ica have been used to decorate this wall. 
As the novel closes, the final scene is of Em- 
mett, sitting “cross-legged in front of the wall, and 
slowly his face bursts into a smile like flames.” 


Characters 





Donna 

The sister of Sam’s father, she was just a child 
when Dwayne was killed in the war, and conse- 
quently she never knew him. Donna and her hus- 
band live with Mawmaw and Pap Hughes. 


Dawn Goodwin 

Dawn 1 Sam’s age, her best friend, the person 
most like her in the novel. Together, they do things 
that teenaged girls do, such as piercing each other’s 
ears, shopping at the mall, and dreaming about 
leaving their small town and becoming famous in 
music videos. When Dawn finds out that she is 
pregnant, though, Sam begins to worry about the 
approach of adulthood: she foresees Dawn marry- 
ing her boyfriend and giving up her dreams to stay 
at home in a cheap apartment and raise the baby. 
It is not a situation that Sam wants to relate to her- 
self. 


Tom Hudson 

One of the veterans that Emmett hangs around 
with in Hopewell, Tom is tall and handsome, and 
Sam has a crush on him. When the car that she 
bought from him shows problems, she is defensive, 
saying that Tom assured her that it would run fine. 
She goes to Tom’s apartment after the dance, but 
he is unable to perform sexually, a problem that he 
explains is due to the mental distress lingering from 
his experience in Vietnam. When Tom mentions a 
prosthetic pump for achieving erections that he has 
seen on the television, Sam, with youthful enthu- 
siasm, becomes certain that it would be the answer 
to his problem, and she blames the Veterans Ad- 
ministration for failing to give Tom $10,000 to buy 
one. 
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Irene Hughes 


See Irene Joiner 


Mawmaw Hughes 


The mother of Sam’s father, Dwayne, she has 
never been away from home in her life before the 
trip to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial that Sam 
and Emmett take her on. Because she is not ac- 
customed to travel, she is a nuisance on the trip, 
complaining about how much things cost and un- 
able to sit in the car for any length of time without 
using the bathroom. At the Memorial, though, her 
sadness and determination are touching. 


Pap Hughes 

Sam’s grandfather on her father’s side, she 
does not know very much about him because, af- 
ter her father’s death, her mother took her infre- 
quently to their house. 


Sam Hughes 


The protagonist of this book, Sam is obsessed 
with the war in Vietnam, where her father died be- 
fore she was even born and her uncle Emmett 
served. As Emmett tells his friends, “Sam’s got 
Nam on the brain.” She recently graduated from 
high school and the options available to her reflect 
the divisions in her life. Her mother, Irene, wants 
her to attend the University of Kentucky, which 
would mean moving to Lexington and living with 
Irene and her husband and their infant daughter. 
Sam is reluctant to go, and is instead considering 
attending Murray State in nearby Paducah, which 
would allow her to stay home with Emmett and 
watch over him. 


Part of her interest in the Vietnam War mani- 
fests itself in her feelings of responsibility for Em- 
mett; she fears that his problems, from acne and 
headaches and gas to an inactive love life, are the 
results of exposure to Agent Orange, a chemical 
used during the war. She tries to get Emmett to tell 
her about the war, but he cannot describe what it 
was like, so she has to gather information about it 
from books about Vietnam and information about 
war in general from the television series M*A*S*H. 
Sam takes an interest in the small group of veter- 
ans that Emmett eats breakfast with at McDonald’s 
every morning. She has a romantic crush on Tom 
Hudson, who sells her a car and who reminds her 
of Bruce Springsteen. The one night they spend to- 
gether, Tom is unable to perform sexually, which 
he explains as a psychological problem caused by 
the war. 
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Much of Sam’s interest in the war relates to 
her curiosity about the father she never knew. Her 
grandparents are simple country people who be- 
lieve that their son never drank or smoked, but his 
diary from the war makes it clear that he did, so 
they prove to be a poor source of information. 
Sam’s mother appears to have been deeply in love 
with him before he went to war, but they were just 
teenagers then and had only been married for a few 
weeks, so she has a hard time remembering any in- 
sightful information. Near the end of the book, 
Sam, upset with the image of her father that she 
has gotten from his diary and addled by a heavy 
concentration of flea poison, takes her camping 
gear and spends the night alone in a swamp, imag- 
ining what it was like in the jungles of Vietnam. 
When Emmett comes to find her, he is cured of his 
emotional paralysis and she is freed of having to 
be his protector, and the next day they set off on 
the trip to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial that 
Starts and ends the book. 


Irene Joiner 

Sam’s mother has disassociated herself from 
life in Hopewell, having moved to a different part 
of the state and started a new family, which in- 
cludes a new baby daughter, Heather, who she can 
give more attention to than she was ever able to 
give Sam. 


The early impression of Irene in the book is 
that she is a newly rich person who has run away 
from her roots because they embarrass her. As the 
story progresses it becomes clear that she has lived 
a difficult life, responsible for a baby when she was 
barely more than a child herself and then adding 
responsibility for her brother, who had been trau- 
matized by the war. Irene bought the house in 
Hopewell with the insurance money she received 
after Sam’s father, Dwayne, died, and when Em- 
mett came back from the war he moved in with 
them. For a brief time, when Sam was a few years 
old, she ran off to Lexington with a hippie named 
Bob, but she returned to Hopewell because she felt 
that he could not be relied on to make a living. 


After thirteen years of watching over Sam and 
Emmett, she met Larry Joiner and married him, giv- 
ing Sam the choice of going to Lexington with them 
or staying in school in Hopewell and living with 
Emmett. Irene is delighted with her new baby, to 
such an extent that she talks baby talk and is light- 
hearted about bodily functions that Sam finds dis- 
gusting. In the end, it is apparent that leaving 
Hopewell ts Irene’s way of trying to recapture some 
of the life she had lost by becoming widowed 
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e In Country was adapted to a movie in 1989, cur- 
rently available on videotape. Starring Bruce 


Willis and Emily Lloyd. Directed by Norman 
Jewison. Warner Brothers. 






¢ Bobbie Ann Mason interview with Kay Bonetti. 
Audio cassette available from American Audio 
Prose Library, 1985. 


• Signiture: Contemporary Southern Writers. Pro- 
gram 1: Bobbie Ann Mason. Video recording by 
Kentucky Educational Television. Annen- 
burg/CPB Multimedia Collection, 1995. 





young. The fact that she is successful in putting her 
difficulties behind her is reflected in the way that 
Emmett tells Sam, somewhat sarcastically, “Your 
mother is full of the joy of life.” 


Larry Joiner 

Sam believes that her mother’s new husband 
has “no personality,” possibly because he provides 
his wife and child with the sort of stable environ- 
ment that nobody she knows has ever had. She 
refers to him as “Lorenzo Jones” because a teacher 
in high school played the class an old radio drama 
by that name, and she sees Irene’s life with him as 
being like a soap opera, melodramatic and lacking 
substance. 


Lorenzo Jones 
See Larry Joiner 


Lonnie Malone 

Sam’s boyfriend at the beginning of the book, 
she finds herself increasingly disinterested in Lon- 
nie as the story progresses. Part of her loss of in- 
terest is her growing infatuation with Tom, the 
older veteran, but much of it has to do with the fact 
that she does not feel that she fits into Lonnie’s life. 
He is unable to understand her concern about what 
happened in Vietnam. He comes from a well-ad- 
justed family that is supportive of one another and 
socially acceptable, and Sam feels outclassed by 
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from the movie In Country, starring Bruce 
Willis and Emily Lloyd. 





them, which is symbolized by the fact ehat they ex- 
pect her to buy a nice gift for the upcoming wed- 
ding of Lonnie’s brother. For a long time in the 
middle of the novel, Sam does not see Lonnie be- 
cause he ts out of town for several days at a bach- 
elor party. By the time he retums, Sam has spent 
the night with Tom and thought more about seri- 
ous matters that Lonnie would not understand. He 
comes back with a plan for what he wants to dọ 
with his Jife: he wants to study camera repair 
through a correspondence course and open a shop. 
Aş an example of his immaturity, his response to 
the news of Dawn's pregnancy is “Hey! I knew 
She'd marry Ken somehow.” Lonnie is confused 
and angry when, later in the same scene, Sam says 
that she does not want to date him any more. 


Buddy Mangrum 

Buddy never actually appears in the book, but 
the other veterans talk about him. In contrast to the 
way that Sam sees symptoms of Agent Orange poi- 
soning іп everything that is wrong with Emmett, 
Buddy actually does appear to have been affected 
by the poison. Among his symptoms are “nausea, 
the runs, jaundice, chloracne. His muscles twitch 
and he can’t sleep and he’s lost weight ... His kid's 
being operated on down in Memphis. They're go- 
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ing to reroute her intestines to keep ’em from twist- 
ing so bad.” 


Emmett Smith 

Sam's uncle is thirty-five years old and is 
barely able to function in society because of the 
trauma he suffered in Vietnam dunng the war. He 
is unable to hold a steady job and maintain a Steady 
rélationship, Although he has the presence of mind 
to joke about these as if their absence in his life is 
intentional, readers can tell from his financial prob- 
lems and the book’s positive portrayal of Anita, the 
former girlfriend who likes him, that Emmett is 
constrained by psychological problems. 

He is a creature of habit, repeating simple ac- 
tions and concentraliog on simple tasks, such as 
meeting his friends for breakfast every day, making 
supper, worrying about fleas on his cat and digging 
a trench beside the house to stop up a hole that is 
letting water into the basement. “We're lucky this 
house 15 standing,” he says at one point, prophetr- 
cally. “You take a structural weakness. One thing 
leads to another, and then tt all falls apart.” 


When he first retumed from Vietnam, Emmett 
went traveling around the west, and when he re- 
tumed he broughi a van full of anti-war activists 
with him. They scandalized the town, first by be- 
ing hippies in a conservative rural town and then 
by climbing up in the clock tower and flying @ Viet 
Cong flag from it. He moved in with Irene and Sam, 
and [rene watched over him until her new husband 
was given a job in Lexington, 240 miles away. 
When she moved, Sam, by then a teenager, became 
responsible for Emmett. His eccentric behavior 
(such as deciding to wear a skirt instead of pants) 
makes him the subject of rumors in Hopewell. 

The only thing Emmett really enjoys is bird 
watching, and in particular watching out for an 
egret, because he thinks that is the bird he saw in 
Vietnam. At the end of the novel, when he is fi- 
nally able to talk about what the experience of war 
has done to him, Emmett explains the significance 
of bird watching to Sam: “If you can think about 
something like birds,” he says, “you can get oul- 
side of yourself, and it doesn’t hurt as much. That's 
the whole idea. That's the whole challenge for the 
human race.” The fact that Emmett’s psychologi- 
cal suffering is greatly healed is evident in the last 
sentence of the book, where the bird symbol be- 
comes an image of the Phoenix, a mythical bird 


"that arses from its own ashes: “He is sitting there 
cross-legged in front of (the Vietnam Veterans’ 


Memorial], and slowly his face bursts into a smile 
like flames.” 
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Pete Simms 

One of the group of veterans that Emmett as- 
sociates with, Pete is a bit of a braggart and a flirt. 
He shows Sam the map of the Jackson Purchase re- 
gion of western Kentucky that is tattooed on his 
chest, but later, at the dance, he asks her not to men- 
tion to his wife that he had let her see it. 


Irene Smith 
See Irene Joiner 


Anita Stevens 

Emmett’s old girlfriend is stil! interested in 
him and would like to go out with him again. She 
makes her interest in him clear. “Oh, he’s so cute,” 
she tells Sam. “He’ll say something that just makes 
me speechless.” Sam also wishes that Anita and 
Emmett would get back together. She finds Anita 
a perfect match for him, smart and pretty and kind. 
She is a nurse, and she helps out with the dance 
that the local veterans throw. Seeing how happy 
Emmett is with her at the dance, Sam assumes that 
their romance has been rekindled, and is disap- 
pointed to learn that it has not. 


Themes 


War and Peace 

Because the novel is set eleven years after 
America’s withdrawal from Vietnam, and it fo- 
cuses on a protagonist who does not have direct ex- 
perience of the conflict but knows it through her 
uncle and the father she never knew, it 1s able to 
examine the emotional and psychological effects of 
war from a unique perspective. While a war is be- 
ing fought, and for the years following it, attention 
is given mainly to the theoretical debates about why 
it was fought. This holds especially true of the Viet- 
nam War, where disagreements about America’s 
responsibilities and America’s guilt overshadowed 
any interest in the veterans who did the actual fight- 
ing, making them pawns in a struggle between two 
determined ideologies. 


In Country ignores the reasons for and against 
the war and has Emmett supporting both sides, first 
by joining the Army and then by joining the anti- 
war hippies. He is not a very vocal supporter of ei- 
ther. The novel is less concerned with the causes 
of war than its effects. Emmett’s trauma is obvi- 
ous: it is the result of killing and having friends 
killed all around, which have a lingering psycho- 
logical effect, regardless of popular movies and sto- 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Research the controversy that surrounded the 
building of the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in 
1982: Which groups objected to it? What was 
the basis of their objections? What compromise 
measures were taken to satisfy those who did 
not like the memonal as it was originally 
planned? 


e When considering military options in the past 
two decades, in Haiti or Bosnia or lraq for ex- 
ample, strategists have frequently expressed 
their concern about involving the country in “an- 
other Vietnam.” How did that war change the 
U.S. government approaches military policy? Is 
this change a new, permanent way of viewing 
warfare, or will it fade as memories of the Viet- 
nam War fade? 


• [п the novel, Sam reflects that Quang Ngai, 
where her father died, is near My Lai. Research 
the My Lai Massacre that happened in 1968. Ex- 
plain how what happened there, and the Army’s 
reaction to it might, have affected the way that 
Americans treated returning veterans. 


e Contact the nearest Veteran’s Administration 
and try to arrange for a Vietnam veteran to come 
to your school, or at least to be interviewed. Pre- 
pare a list of questions, based upon things that 
you learned from reading In Country, that you 
think Americans of your generation ought to 
know about the experience of being in Vietnam. 





ries that show tough characters shrugging off death 
in an instant. The war will always be with Emmett, 
and the fact that Vietnam veterans returned home 
to controversy instead of public praise makes it 
even harder for Emmett to live with what has been 
done. 


For Sam, the very fact that she did not expe- 
rience the war is frustrating; the thing that has af- 
fected her life most profoundly is lost to history, 
where she cannot touch it. In the end of Part Two, 
Emmett tells her, “The main thing you learn from 
history is that you can’t learn from history,” but 
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this does not help the fact that Sam is still affected 
by the war. In the end, though, when she sees her 
own name on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and 
realizes that she is not just touched by Vietnam but 
is part of it, she can finally know some peace. 


Identity 

It is natural for someone like Sam, who never 
had the chance to know one of her parents, to won- 
der about the effect that missing person had on her 
personality. Genetically, a person is made up of the 
DNA of both parents, and in a traditional family 
both parents’ personalities blend into their child’s. 
In Sam’s case, the only thing she has from her fa- 
ther is his genes, and she feels a lack of identity. 
Emmett has some elements in common with her fa- 
ther—he is an older male, and he fought in Viet- 
nam—but he also represents her mother’s side of 
Sam’s identity and, because she has to take care of 
him, he does not represent a very good father fig- 
ure. Tom Hudson can be seen as a father figure, 
and Sam’s infatuation with him can be seen as a 
traditional Freudian pattern of turning a loss into a 
sex drive, but his impotence, while it does not 
bother Sam, makes him keep his distance from her. 


The only other person in the book who is like 
Sam is her friend Dawn, but by getting pregnant 
young and planning to marry a local boy Dawn is 
too much like Sam’s mother to fulfill the missing 
part of her identity. The only person who can com- 
plete Sam’s identity is her father, Dwayne, who 
died when he was just about her age. She looks for 
him in many different places: books about Viet- 
nam; in his photograph; in the stories of the veter- 
ans who returned; in the memories of his parents 
and her mother; in the letters he sent home; and in 
the war journal he kept. When she finally finds his 
name on the Memorial, she also finds, to her sur- 
prise, her own name, and she realizes that she is 
not alone but is part of a community. 


Order and Disorder 

“T work on staying together, one day at a time,” 
Emmett telis Sam in the novel’s climatic scene. 
“There’s no room for anything else. It takes all of 
my energy.” One of the striking things about Jn 
Country is that it presents a society that is not the 
one traditionally talked about in books, but that is 
nonetheless recognizable and is run by its own rules 
of order. A traditional view of small-town Ameri- 
can culture might present the home of Sam’s 
mother as being typical: a basic family unit (father, 
mother, and child), with the father working and the 
mother raising the baby and keeping herself dis- 


tracted with crafts and the news. Another house- 
hold that is similarly traditional is that of Lonnie’ s 
parents, Martha and Bud. In this novel, both of 
these ordinary households seem repressive. 


In the fictional world Sam lives in, the most 
stable family unit is Sam and Emmett, a niece and 
her nephew, with her boyfriend coming over some- 
times to watch television and spend the night. Other 
examples include Tom, who lives by himself over 
his garage; Jim and Sue Ann, who are separated 
(she moved 250 miles away to Lexington) but are 
still on good terms; and Dawn and Ken, who hope 
to create a family. The characters in this book who 
have the hardest time coping are undoubtedly the 
ones who were in the war, indicating that training 
young men for destruction is a negative factor in 
their creating order in their lives when they return 
home. 





Setting 

The setting of most of In Country is the small 
Kentucky town of Hopewell. The importance of 
this is that it adds to the sense of alienation that is 
felt by Emmett and, to a lesser degree, by Sam: 
anyone out of the ordinary is especially conspicu- 
ous in a small town, particularly in a small rural 
town, where ordinariness is actually pursued. In 
this setting, both Sam and Emmett feel that their 
neighbors look at them as “weird.” “People in the 
town still talked about the day Emmett and the hip- 
pies flew the Vietcong flag from the courthouse 
tower,” the story explains, even though that act is 
at least ten years in the past. Later, when they are 
trying on earrings, Sam’s best friend Dawn tells 
her, “We’re the baddest girls in Hopewell.” This 
may not be an accurate reflection of how the peo- 
ple in the town feel in general, but it does convey 
their impression that most of the townspeople fear 
and mistrust them. 


In addition to the particular state and town that 
the novel is set in, most of the action takes place 
in the house where Sam and Emmett live. The 
house is a symbolic reflection of Emmett’s state of 
mind; he imagines that it is being overrun with 
fleas, which indicates his constant paranoia, and he 
feels that the structure is not solid, indicating that 
he is aware of his own instability. In this respect, 
it is a very good sign that he is trying to seal the 
cracks in the foundation, because this implies that 
Emmett is fighting against the further decay of his 
heart and mind. 
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Structure 

Most of this novel is written in flashback, with 
the action happening before the “real time” that has 
been established for the story. The opening section, 
the four chapters that comprise the first twenty 
pages, is written with present tense verbs, explain- 
ing, for example, what Emmett “says” or how Sam 
“looks.” The action in Part Two happened earlier 
in the summer, before the action in Part One, and 
it is conveyed in the past tense, describing what a 
character “said” or “did.” In the third section the 
action continues from where it left off at the end 
of Part One, and the narrative voice resumes the 
present tense. 


Structuring the book this way achieves several 
benefits. Letting readers know early about the trip 
to Washington that actually happens after most of 
the action in the novel helps keep their attention 
focused on the outcome as they move through the 
loosely-connected events that are presented in Part 
Two. Using different tenses to indicate different 
time frames helps readers Keep a clear chart of what 
is happening when. And splitting the action into 
two time frames allows the story to have two cli- 
maxes: the climax of Part Two occurs at Cawood’s 
Swamp, when Emmett is able to talk about his ex- 
perience of the war, and the story that begins in 
Part One and ends in Part Three climaxes, of 
course, at the Memorial. 


Symbolism 

Of particular symbolic significance in this 
book is the idea of motion, especially moving away 
from something, or taking flight. The book begins 
with three characters travelling down the interstate 
highway, and when they stop for the night Sam puts 
on her running shoes and runs for a few miles. As 
the story develops, readers are told that Emmett’s 
first response when he returned from the was to 
travel aimlessly out west, to Albuquerque, Eugene, 
Santa Cruz—American literature has a long-stand- 
ing tradition of characters escaping their worries 
and heading to the west, which was the last part of 
the continent for civilization to reach. Sam’s 
mother Irene escaped from Hopewell and went east 
to Lexington twice. The first time, with Bob the 
hippie, she felt a little too free, and worried that 
they would not be able to live up to the obligation 
of raising a child. She is apparently comfortable 
with life with her husband Larry, which enables her 
to care for her baby and to expand into new areas, 
such as her crafts group, although she still dreams 
of going further east, to the source of American civ- 
ilization, to England. 
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All of this symbolism of flight is concentrated 
into the image of birds. Most obvious of these is 
Emmett’s interest in seeing an egret, which is one 
of the few things he is able to focus his attention 
on. Ironically, it is a bird that he saw in Vietnam, 
meaning that even as he 1s trying to escape, to fly, 
he is taking himself back to the site of his trauma, 
to correct his problem at its source. The car that 
Sam yearns for so anxiously throughout the sum- 
mer is called “a good little bird” by her early in the 
novel, because it offers her freedom to seek the an- 
swers she needs in the world beyond Hopewell, 
whether that entails going to the Hughes farm sev- 
eral miles out of town or all the way to Washing- 
ton, D.C. 


The Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial, which is the 
source of spiritual healing for Sam, Emmett, and 
Mawmavy, is surrounded by images of flight. Sam 
thinks of a dream in which the memorial was a 
black boomerang, “whizzing toward her head”; the 
narrator explains that the Memorial is V-shaped, 
“Ке the wings of an abstract bird, huge and head- 
less. Overhead, a jet plane angles, taking off.” At 
the moment that Sam finally understands Emmett’s 
fourteen years of grieving for the men who died 
around him in the war, another jet flies overhead- 
“Its wings are angled back too, like a bird’s”; as 
Mawmaw explains that visiting the memorial has 
given her hope, “she loosens her bird-like claw 
grip” from Sam’s arm. 


Historical Context 





The Vietnam War 


As 15 usually the case when seeking the cause 
of any war, the roots of the Vietnam War can be 
traced backwards in time for decades or even cen- 
turies, to ancient injustices and insults that have 
boiled over into modern times. One place to start 
explaining the war could be the remote year of 208 
BC, the year that the Han dynasty of China ex- 
panded southward declaring the region that con- 
tains modern Vietnam to be a new Chinese 
province. This began a cycle of Chinese invasion 
and local resistance that has flared up sporadically 
ever since. 


Another source of the conflict came in 1863, 
when the French, in the process of colonizing the 
region that they called Indochina, established a pro- 
tectorate over Cambodia and began the process of 
annexing Cochinchina (southern Vietnam), then 
Annam (central Vietnam), then Tonkin (northern 
Vietnam). French imperialism throughout the first 


145 


ie i @@eprei 





Vortec beiran Veer Менини 


Aphia d e remih oner shafi Hr wadi 
mf ie Гап) багату а Y gamar by he hinaia ut Шис 
mii Wy | MIL for a, hea er 607 
пыр ранае еза ih Yetim all nuel Py a Bee 
Генры: е compere 

(mamy Warb Wa J, Vema |е нант 
ll oe) in eho Aua aa romae 
bj dapan aai she Гирей ede ьт Ае 
hmm A Aagi ol PORti ibe Pidin atope 
wry ich wiii ep very bfian wiesa uj whai Пас 
[ee a Gam yem daah) be Ca aije orig 
Мый e ouy Ыыы regio вршни [аразгыс 
сажні «8 ds Шш. a iade bei умыр. 
ювгжилғайгыычі ні he ath krem ий E n 
imwiet He [ie Mish ami pummi ja party Ur Wigi 
Minh. im Пол fer bei feedom. The obet fur- 
am meti a ар sah d e ay. helbred 
ihes ih ea ттк thet Prec uit eth СТА 
eet thet п авык неасвааѓу йт pig ei шыў 
Communm beds Пы Vert Miah wios a dair 
n T T 0р 

The enuon m Yeam bie a mn Aight- 


#9 


ia Hanmi om bhe Porth ind ihe Рет сари baii 
и Зацени сл iha buih. Fench орго ko ihis 
Viet binih dest Hee UAA n F, when й [каше 
шрген we ee hel nl die Preach agecesd co 
штан шые (исту Гг рам South Virinan са за пп 
mdepenjenL ma- Commis рочоти. А.а изе 
геты ме ерене, Цаа тоша ль eel (cine Seip 
разг Ма айі Анла Нр 1997, Сония) pehla 
om Sami Vern, whe were culled thg Wei fung, 
were їшї ШС КЪ agumi LS he amd they 
beget рвет апаска айа! the Samal) Vier 
Dnt cone ae Ч The Vat Lame re 
ceived ever esd ant Pears the C entera 
"лт тееп 0 Morth Wier. whch wpe in 
sup ih thè South nereti 
in Daemter |i] ie fine LS. wonps annved 
Заза — ОЈ шоша] атан регыныві. 4 pear 
ыы: fee were |) UL A ke a Vier, by 
Cee гуз нн 1 5 Пре greece ts gt te PO Che 
he goeree Сеп лаца n ai o Peach 
ing a peck it 1984. when 543.400 malitary persim- 
тышл түти alesse yo ee Ay pce acon) wan 
kahe oe 197) afer ST A OS edie: fod dere 
mi EM yere wounded i whath only refered 2 
fracicu af e 2 eddie V naese tasai wh 
1 шына жегип. Їп Decemées 1974, efter afl of 





Yrer- ie Fee Bewd ews 


Compare 
& 
Contrast 


e 1985: Mikhail Gorbachev became the general 
secretary of the Soviet Communist Party, mark- 
ing the beginning of the end for the Soviet 
Union. Gorbachev instituted the policy of glas- 
nost, emphasizing government openness and 
honesty. In December of 1991 the Soviet Union 
officially dissolved, allowing its constituent 
countries to elect their own representative gov- 
ernments. 


Today: Not faced with the threat of Commu- 
nism, the United States is less likely to enter into 
a war like the one in Vietnam for the sake of 
maintaining a global balance of power. 


• 1985: The United States became a debtor na- 
tion, spending more than it had to spend, for the 
first time in over seventy years. 

Today: Politicians are cutting social programs 
in an attempt to bring federal expenditures in 
balance with the government’s income. 
Schemes to balance the budget have come and 
gone since the 1980s, but economists say that 


In Country 


current expectations are possible if the economy 
Stays strong. 


e 1985: AIDS, which was then still a new and un- 
familiar disease, gained international awareness 
when Rock Hudson, 59, a popular movie and 
television star, died of the disease. The public 
did not know that the actor was infected until he 
collapsed in a restaurant on July 21, and his 
quick death on October 2 shocked fans. 


Today: Basketball player Magic Johnson, who 
announced to the world in 1991 that he had HIV 
(the virus that causes AIDS), has kept the dis- 
ease in control with medication. 


e 1985: Compact discs and compact disc players 
were introduced, giving improved sound qual- 
ity and portability to the personal music market. 


Today: Some die-hard fans still stand by the 
sound quality of vinyl record albums, but few 
new recordings are released on vinyl any more. 





the American troops were gone, the North Viet- 
namese and their allies launched a major offensive, 
and in April of 1975 Saigon fell to invading forces 
and the country was united in Communism. 


The Opposition at Home 

In the United States, the opposition to the Viet- 
nam War grew in scope and intensity, to the extent 
that today the image of protestors is a stronger sym- 
bol of the 1960s to most Americans than the sol- 
diers who fought in the war. Organizations such as 
the Students for a Democratic Society and the 
Young Socialists Alliance organized the struggle 
against the war on college campuses throughout the 
country. During the 1960s, there was a huge swell 
in college enrollments, caused by the children of 
veterans who had returned after World War II to 
find the country more stable and prosperous than 
it had been since the Stock Market Crash in 1929. 

College students were the logical dissenters: 
they were the age of the boys who were being 
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drafted into the army, their peer group; they were 
educated about the complexities of the Vietnam sit- 
uation and were less likely than mainstream Amer- 
icans to fear Communists or the Viet Cong with- 
out examining their theoretical positions; and, 
being young and for the most part away from home 
for the first time in their lives, college students were 
psychologically poised to rebel against authority. 
Using techniques that and proved successful for the 
Civil Rights demonstrations in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s (most notably, sit-ins and protest 
marches), the anti-war movement gained popular 
support. 

In 1968, President Lyndon Johnson decided not 
to run for reelection, convinced that he would not 
be reelected because of his role in sending Ameri- 
can troops to Vietnam; at that year’s Democratic 
convention in Chicago, anti-war protestors com- 
manded the world’s attention. In 1969, the morato- 
rium protest against the war brought 250,000 
marchers to Washington, D.C., the site of the 1963 
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Civil Rights protest where Dr. Martin Luther King 
delivered his “I Have A Dream” speech to a simi- 
larly large crowd. At a rally at Kent State Univer- 
sity in Ohio on May 4, 1970, National Guardsmen 
opened fire on 1000 protestors, killing four. That 
event changed opposition to the war symbolically, 
making average Americans see it less of a fight be- 
tween students and the government and more like 
a fight of the government against its citizens. 


By the time the war ended in 1973, most Amer- 
icans did not care that the country had never walked 
away unsuccessfully from a war before, and they 
did not care what happened to South Vietnam; they 
had seen the killing in graphic living color on their 
televisions and had experienced social strife at 
home, and they were sick of it all. Returning vet- 
erans were treated as reminders of an episode in 
the country’s history that had created misery and 
destruction and had yielded no real good. 


Critical Overview 





Critics have been impressed with Bobbie Ann 
Mason’s works since the publication of her first 
book of fiction, Shiloh, and Other Stories in 1982. 
Most reviews and essays about her work concen- 
trate on one of three areas: her use of simple, “nor- 
mal” speech and her pop culture references (such 
as the use of franchise-store locations and televi- 
sion programs); her rendering of complex and inar- 
ticulate characters; and her importance as a South- 
ern writer. 


Regarding her use of ordinary people’s lan- 
guage and artifacts, most critics, like most readers, 
agree that Mason has created a new and special 
form since her first published stories. Frank Con- 
roy, a distinguished American author and critic, 
noted in his review of Spence + Lila (Mason’s 
novel following In Country) that in her earlier 
works she “has shown a deft touch for the craft of 
narrative fiction and has charmed many readers 
with her ability to write dialogue, particularly the 
dialogue of country folk.” 


Nicci Gerard wrote a review in the New States- 
man & Society that contrasted Mason’s style with 
the somewhat similar (but actually quite different) 
styles used by other writers at the time. Mason’s 
simplicity, she wrote, was “not the cool clever min- 
imalism of her urban contemporaries, nor the ‘dirty 
realism’ that has so recently fired the dissatisfied 
American imagination.” By making this distinc- 
tion, she set Mason aside from a crowd of other 
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writers made their fame in the late 1970s and early 
1980s by making use of mass consumerism and 
tightly-wound, inarticulate characters. 


David Y. Todd made a similar distinction 
while reviewing the 1989 collection Love Life: “In- 
hibition seems endemic to (her characters’) cul- 
ture,” he wrote, and he went on to state his wish 
that more of Mason’s people could relate to one 
another better, but adds that “to do this would be 
false to the people she is writing about.” It is, in 
fact, Mason’s characters that critics seem to have 
the most problem with in the few cases where they 
have any problem with her writing at all. Most re- 
views and essays express admiration for the peo- 
ple that she illuminates in her stories. 


For example, Richard Giannone’s in-depth 
analysis, “Bobbie Ann Mason and the Recovery of 
Mystery” in Studies in Short Fiction credited the 
author for being able to see beyond her characters’ 
situations: “She is alive to the distant, unseen di- 
mension of life. One way into her art is to see how 
her characters, who are lost amid the Burger Chefs, 
K-Marts and television talk shows that level west- 
ern Kentucky into the nondescript American land- 
scape, find their spiritual portion in the turmoil.” 


Others simply appreciate the way that she 
treats the people that spring from her imagination, 
as seen in Michael Dorris’ comment in his review 
of Spence + Lila for the Chicago Tribune that “Ma- 
son writes about her characters with respect and oc- 
casional lyricism.” Frank Conroy, whose praise of 
Mason’s writing is cited above, later in the same 
review captured the vague dissatisfaction that crit- 
ics seem to be getting at when they review her 
works, even when it does not seem that they them- 
selves do not know what is making them unhappy. 
“So what’s wrong?” Conroy wrote. “Why does one 
feel increasingly uneasy as this smooth, artful writ- 
ing flows by page after page? Perhaps out of the 
suspicion that the author has reduced the central 
characters down to manageable form to make them 
fit into the book, rather than risking the attempt to 
deal with fully complex characters who might rep- 
resent more of a threat to the neatness of the nar- 
rative.” 


Most serious examinations of Mason’s works 
have taken note of the fact that the area she writes 
about, western Kentucky, qualifies her as a South- 
ern writer, and they link her to the long history of 
Southern fiction. In an essay from Spring, 1987, 
Robert H. Brinkmeyer, Jr., credited her with being 
the salvation of a category that was starting to face 
to history: “It is just possible that Mason is chart- 


Novels Students 


for 


ing new directions for Southern fiction, a rebirth of 
sorts adapting patterns from the past to enrich and 
comprehend the disorder of contemporary experi- 
ence.” Although most reviewers have not pinned 
the future of a whole literary tradition on her, re- 
views generally do note that the tradition of rural 
storytellers shows up in Mason’s works in a con- 
temporary was. 
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Diane Andrews Henningfeld 


Henningfeld is a professor at Adrian College 
and has written for a variety of academic journal 
and educational publishers. In the following essay, 
she argues that Sam Hughes, the main character 
of In Country, struggles with the issues of creating 
a text in her attempts to understand her father’s 
life and the Vietnam War. 


In Country, Bobbie Ann Mason’s first novel, 
was published in 1985. Before the publication of 
the novel, Mason was known primarily as a writer 
of short stories. Her work has often been compared 
to that of Raymond Carver and Anne Beattie. Much 
of Mason’s work is set in rural Kentucky and her 
characters are caught between the traditions of the 
past and the intrusions of popular culture. Often 
characterized as a minimalist, Mason employs lean, 
Spare prose peppered with brand names, television 
shows, and rock and roll music. 

The novel generally met with praise from re- 
viewers when it appeared in 1985. Joel Conarroe, 
for example, called In Country “a meticulously 
crafted novel.” Not all reviewers were enamored 
with Mason’s style, however, criticizing what they 
viewed as flat dialogue and cliched characters. 


Nevertheless, in the years since the first pub- 
lication of the novel, Jn Country has generated con- 
siderable critical interest. Nearly every collection 
of essays on Vietnam War literature includes at 
least one chapter on the novel, and articles treating 
In Country appear regularly in academic journals. 


Critics choose the read the novel in several 
ways. Some see the novel as a Bildungsroman, that 
is, a coming-of-age story. They see it as the tale of 
a girl growing into womanhood and into a mature 
understanding of her place in the world. Robert 
Brinkmeyer credits Sam’s growth to her con- 
frontation with her own history and the history of 
the Vietnam War. Other writers choose to examine 
gender issues in the novel, opposing Sam’s quest 
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for knowledge with the reticence of the vets. Cer- 
tainly, at times it seems that the vets are unwilling 
to let women, including Sam, into the secrets of the 
war. Finally, others such as Barbara Ryan focus on 
language, texts, and truth. For Ryan, Sam serves as 
a model of a modernist reader, looking for author- 
itative truth, who grows into a postmodernist 
reader, able to understand that there are many truths 
to the Vietnam War. 


Viewing Sam as a reader offers an interesting 
way into the story. It is possible, however, to con- 
sider Sam not only as a reader of texts, but also as 
a creator of texts. When we observe Sam trying to 
piece together the fragments of her father’s life, we 
see her struggle with the very issues all writers face: 
finding reliable sources, doing adequate research, 
accounting for contradictory reports, and shaping a 
cohesive narrative out of source material that is 
both uncooperative and ambiguous, attractive and 
repellant. Further, it may be possible to attribute 
some of the critical interest in In Country to the 
ambiguity of the Vietnam War and to our own need 
to shape a cohesive and acceptable narrative that at 
once explains and contains the Vietnam War. 


Sam’s role as textual creator defines itself early 
on in the book. She has already demonstrated her 
interest in the war and in her father, and has been 
reading history books in an attempt to find answers 
to her questions. However, it is at the following 
moment that we realize that Sam will be required 
to do more than read: 


Sam took her Collegiate Dictionary from the shelf. 
It was a graduation present from her mother—a hint 
that she should go to college. Boys got cars for grad- 
uation, but girls usually had to buy their own cars be- 
cause they were expected to get married—to guys 
with cars. Inside the dictionary was her only picture 
of her father. 


Here then before her are the tools of her trade: 
Dwayne Hughes’ picture, a wordless and lifeless 
portrait in two dimensions; and the dictionary. It 
seems especially significant that Sam has chosen 
to keep her father’s picture in the dictionary. The 
dictionary is a collection of words, each word with 
a definition made up of yet other words. The dic- 
tionary exists not as a repository of meaning, but 
rather as potential for the creation of meaning. 
Sam’s task is to string together the words that will 
bring her father to life. More important, perhaps, is 
her second task, to string the words together that 
will connect her to her father. At this moment, as 
she looks at her father’s picture, and then at her 
own face in the mirror, she unable to “see any re- 
semblance to him.” 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e The soldiers interviewed by Al Santoli for his 
1981 book Everything We Had: An Oral His- 
tory of the Vietnam War by Thirty-Three Sol- 
diers Who Fought lIt tell the sort of short, fo- 
cused, poignant tales of their experiences that 
the veterans in /n Country come up with infre- 
quently. 


e One of the best writers to emerge from the Viet- 
nam experience is Tim O’Brien. His book The 
Things They Carried was many years in the 
making (it was published in 1990) and it uses а 
new form, neither really novel nor short story 
collection, that reflects the uncertainty of life 
during war. 


e Many veterans of the Vietnam war have written 
of their experiences, giving Americans a wide 
Opportunity to look at what their life was like. 
Vince Gotera has put together a book that ex- 
amines one particular genre, poetry, in his 1994 
collection Radical Visions: Poetry by Vietnam 
Veterans, published by University of Georgia 
Press. Much of the text of this book is explana- 





tion of the times and of the works, with pro- 
portionally few actual poems included. 


e The story of combat veteran Robert Mason 
closely parallels the story that Emmett can only 
hint at. His book Chickenhawk, published in 
1983, was hailed as one of the best of the gen- 
eration of Vietnam autobiographies, and it led 
to 1993’s Chickenhawk: Back In The World, 
about the experiences from 1966 to 1992, which 
may seem like a long time for him to carry the 
trauma of war to those who have not read In 
Country. 


e While the testimonies of average people who 
just happened to have become involved in the 
war are interesting in themselves, it is also in- 
formational to see the war experience reflected 
by people whose job it is to capture reality. Eric 
James Schroder followed this idea in 1992, with 
the publication of Vietnam, We've All Been 
There: Interviews With American Writers. Not 
all of the writers in this book served in the mil- 
itary during the war, but all have a unique per- 
spective to offer. 


The sources that Sam assembles include books, 
records, television shows, Emmett, Emmett’s 
friends, her mother, her grandparents, her father’s 
letters, and her father’s diaries. Some of her sources 
she rejects early on; the history books are dull, and 
they don’t “say what it was like to be at war.” She 
also rejects M_A.S.H as a source of information be- 
cause she knows that it is not real. 


In addition, Sam runs into problems with her 
research. The veterans are reluctant to talk to her. 
Some say that they would rather forget about it. 
Others tell her that they want to protect her from 
Vietnam and the war. And still others tell her that 
because she has not experienced the Vietnam War 
herself, she can never know anything about it. As 
Pete says to her, “‘Stop thinking about Vietnam, 
Sambo. You don’t know how it was, and you never 
will. There is no way you can ever understand. So 


just forget it. Unless you’ve been humping the 
boonies, you don’t know.’” 

It is possible, of course, to read the veteran’s 
reluctance to talk to Sam about the war as their de- 
sire to control the story itself. After all, Sam is a 
loose cannon. Who knows what kind of story her 
research will lead her to? Who knows how each 
contribution will figure in the final product? Most 
important, who knows how Sam might appropriate 
the veterans’ stories and make them her own? 

Sam also runs into contradictory reports. Her 
grandparents tell her that her father was a nice boy. 
When Sam reads the diary that he left, she is 
shocked by what she finds there. Instead of the nice 
boy, she finds a scared, shallow kid who talks about 
the smell of dead “gooks.” Sam finally understands 
that her grandparents, too, are trying to control the 
story of Dwayne’s life. The story needs to be one 
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that they can live with, even if it means ignoring 
the written record that he has left behind. 


Further, the diary as source material both at- 
tracts and repels Sam. As much as she wants to 
know about her father, she hates what she finds, as 
she tells Emmett: “The way he talked about gooks 
and killing—tI hated it.... I hate him. He was aw- 
ful, the way he talked about gooks and killing.” 


Sam’s trip to Cawood’s Pond in order to recre- 
ate the soldier’s experience is an exercise in con- 
tradictions. At the same time that she is trying to 
recreate the experience, she is also trying to sepa- 
rate herself from it. She imagines that women 
would never kill and make war the way that men 
do, but then she recognizes that this is not true: 


Women were practical. They would bury a dead bird 
when it started to stink. They wouldn’t collect teeth 
and ears for souvenirs. They wouldn’t cut notches on 
their machetes.... Then chills rushed over her. Sol- 
diers murdered babies. But women did too. They 
ripped their own unborn babies out of themselves and 
flushed them away, squirming and bloody. The chills 
wouldn’t stop. 


Perhaps even more to the point, Sam begins to 
identify with her father, even as she rejects him. 
She recognizes that her own “insensitive curiosity” 
is identical to his. Her identification with her fa- 
ther grows throughout her night at Cawood’s Pond. 
When Emmett finds her in the morning, she con- 
fronts him with what she has found in her father’s 
diary. Emmett breaks down and tells her his worst 
experience in Vietnam. In addition, Emmett iden- 
tifies himself with Dwayne as a soldier: “‘Look 
here, little girl. He could have been me. All of us, 
it was the same.’” A few moments later, Emmett 
identifies himself with Dwayne as Sam’s father: “‘I 
want to be a father. But I can’t. The closest I can 
come is with you. And I failed. I should never have 
let you go so wild. I should have taken care of 
you.” Sam responds that Emmett and Dwayne 
went to Vietnam for her mother’s sake, and for hers. 
With this response, the story Sam is creating now 
includes herself. 


When Sam, Emmett, and Mamaw arrive at the 
Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial, Sam’s identification 
with her father, with Emmett, and with the Viet- 
nam War is complete. She reads her own name on 
the Wall, understanding herself to be simultane- 
ously a creator and a participant in the on-going 
narration of the War. By including herself in the 
story she creates for her father, she integrates her- 
self into the Wall itself. By so doing, she creates a 
story in which “all the names in America have been 
used to decorate this wall.” Distinctions of gender 
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and age disappear in Sam’s narration, a narration 
that swells to include us all. 


Source: Diane Andrews Henningfeld, in an essay for Nov- 
els for Students, Gale, 1998. 


Ellen A. Blais 


In the following excerpt, Bliss supports her 
premise that the questions raised by one family’s 
experience of the Vietnam war cannot be under- 
stood without also addressing gender issues that 
form the subtext of In Country. 


Clearly, In Country’s basic text is about the 
process whereby Samantha Hughes learns about the 
Vietnam War, her dead father’s role in that war, 
and her Uncle Emmett’s experiences there. But just 
as surely the novel contains a subtext dealing with 
the way attitudes toward gender have conditioned 
the characters’ interpretation of that experience. I 
propose here to look at this aspect of In Country in 
the depiction of the world of the novel and the val- 
ues of its minor characters, and particularly in 
Sam’s development. 


An examination of seemingly peripheral cul- 
tural background elements illustrates that the novel 
ties together the issues of gender and war through- 
out. The opening section demonstrates this. As the 
characters relax in their mote] room watching tele- 
vision, a special about Geraldine Ferraro’s presence 
on the 1984 Democratic Presidential ticket pro- 
duces the following dialogue: 


“She won’t get elected,” Mamaw says. “Nobody’s 
ready for a woman up there.” 


Sam reminds her that Kentucky has a woman gover- 
nor. 


“Geraldine’s dynamite,” Emmett says when a picture 
of Geraldine Ferraro appears on the screen. “IT like 
her accent.” 


“She wouldn’t get us in a war,” says Sam. “Reagan 
wants to go to war.” 


National television portrays a culture in which 
women are replacing men in some capacities and 
in which they may bring to society values very dif- 
ferent from those of their male counterparts. Con- 
versely, males like Boy George, mentioned several 
times in the novel, may achieve fame by imitating 
aspects of female dress and behavior. As we shall 
see later, the novel is full of random details of this 
sort, introduced casually through the characters’ 
conversations or the ubiquitous television, ideas 
and ways of behaving that are suddenly “in the air” 
both in the larger American culture of the mid- 
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But, in coming to accept 
Dwayne's dealing out and 
suffering death, Sam accepts her 
own complicity in war, violence, 
and death itself, her own 
mortality as well as America’s 
‘mortality ...”” 





eighties and in smaller places like Hopewell, Ken- 
tucky. 


Descriptions of M*A*S*H reruns, Emmett’s 
and Sam’s chief entertainment, provide several ref- 
erences to Corporal Klinger and his comic cross- 
dressing. When Emmett, dressed in a “long, thin 
Indian-print skirt with elephants and peacocks on 
it,” cooks dinner for Sam and her boyfriend Lon- 
nie, the latter interprets this as Emmett’s imitation 
of Corporal Klinger, making cross-dressing ac- 
ceptable for Lonnie, the stereotypically masculine 
type who “didn’t even like Boy George....” 


While Emmett imitates aspects of the femi- 
nine, Sam is associated with a variety of masculine 
qualities. Her very name suggests gender ambigu- 
ity. In fact, she offers it to her pregnant friend Dawn 
because “‘Sam’s an all-purpose name. It fits boys 
and girls both.’” Sam’s name sets her off from the 
other, excessively feminine, characters in the novel 
whose names, like Dawn and Heather, Irene and 
Anita, would never allow for gender confusion. 


Sam is frequently seen and sees herself in a 
masculine context. When she, Emmett, and Lon- 
nie, after having a few beers, go to Cawood’s Pond, 
she rides in the back of Lonnie’s pickup and, 
slightly high on the beer, feels “like a soldier in an 
armored personnel carrier.” As Sam looks at the 
only photograph she has of her father, she sees him 
in a “dark uniform with a cap like the one [she] had 
worm when she worked at the Burger Boy.” These 
references prepare the reader for Sam’s attempt to 
recreate her father’s and Emmett’s war experiences 
in Cawood’s Pond.... 


Because of different gender attitudes among 
characters in the novel, we see generational differ- 
ences occasionally lead to different assumptions 


15 2 


about gender-appropriate behavior. Mamaw fibs 
about needing to stop at a gas station and take a 
pill because she “[doesn’t] want Emmett to know 
she [has] to pee.” She also hesitates to share a mo- 
tel room with Emmett because she is not related to 
him by blood. Grandma Smith, Sam’s maternal 
grandmother, thinks to explain Emmett’s apparent 
lack of interest in women by reference to the 
mumps he had had as a child, which might have 
“fallen” and which, she says, “‘affect boys in 
their—balis—and when they grow up they can’t 
have children.’ ”... 


Sam’s parents’ generation also has conserva- 
tive attitudes toward gender. Lonnie’s parents em- 
body very traditional roles. Lonnie’s mother, 
Martha, devotes most of her energy to decorating 
and cooking. Both Martha and her husband Bud 
find it strange that Emmett does not work, as does 
Emmett’s father, who wants to know when he will 
“‘get a job like everybody else and stop fooling 
around.’” The men work, and while the women 
may also work, they are still associated primarily 
with domestic concerns. Cindy, a veteran’s wife, 
makes him take down his map of Vietnam because 
it just does not “‘fit her decorating scheme.’ ”’. 


Ostensibly, people in Hopewell believe that 
women are to be protected and controlled. One of 
the veterans says of HBO, “ ‘I wouldn’t let my wife 
watch it.’” But there are also signs of change. When 
a veteran’s wife leaves him to go to Lexington, it 
is evidently not because their relationship has bro- 
ken down. Her husband says, philosophically, 
“She got a job offer up at this place where she 
used to work.... Maybe we’ll be one of those long- 
distance marriages.... We always tried to be mod- 
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em. 


Anita Stevens, Emmett’s former girlfriend, is 
most interesting in terms of the novel’s preoccu- 
pations with gender. Sexy and attractive in con- 
ventional ways—even just sitting at home, she 
wears “dark fuchsia pants with a silver belt and 
string-strap heels,” as well as “a pale pink blouse 
and some silver chains”—Anita is nonetheless op- 
posed to marriage and fancy weddings. She com- 
bines behavior that suggests feminine values with 
a rejection of practices the culture uses to celebrate 
publicly women’s place within social institutions 
such as marriage. Although she does bake cakes, 
she says, “‘I got Betty Crocker this time.... I like 
her a whole lot better than Duncan Hines. That old 
fool.’” She blames her failed marriage on conven- 
tional gender roles and expectations: “‘He played 
baseball, and he was good-looking as all hell, but 
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he didn’t know what to make of me. He wanted me 
to be a picture. That’s all I was supposed to do, just 
be beautiful.’” She dates but doesn’t want to be 
possessed... 


Even among Sam’s peers, gender assumptions 
still sound more like those of the fifties than those 
of the eighties. Sam’s friend Dawn and Dawn’s 
boyfriend Ken, as their names suggest, appear to 
take their gender roles straight from Matell’s Bar- 
bie. Sam finds Dawn “very pretty.” ... Dawn is 
pregnant, but vehemently rejects Sam’s sugges- 
tions that she get an abortion. Although she has 
played a wifely role for her father since her 
mother’s death, she is, nonetheless, eager to leave 
home in the only way she seems able to imagine, 
marrying and starting her own family. 


Sam’s boyfriend, Lonnie, resembles the males 
Anita finds objectionable—both macho and pos- 
sessive. When Lonnie attends a stag party for his 
brother, he wants to take a pair of Sam’s under- 
wear—* “Those black ones I like.’” While Lonnie 
obviously likes and admires Emmett, he also be- 
trays some conventional fears about Emmett’s be- 
havior and thinks that Agent Orange can “ ‘settle 
[in the genitals] and practically turn you into a 
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woman. ... 


Sam sees men as the ones who are good at 
making things: “All the men she knew fiddled with 
gadgets. They were always fixing something.” 
When she is at Cawood’s Pond, she feels dimin- 
ished by her inability to do what soldiers are sup- 
posed to do in her place: “She felt so stupid. She 
couldn’t dig a foxhole even if she had to, because 
she didn’t have the tools.” Instead, she watches a 
mother racoon and her babies. But later she does 
think “that woman Mondale nominated could prob- 
ably dig one.” Unfortunately, Sam has difficulty 
with Geraldine Ferraro as any kind of role model 
because she does not like Ferraro’s “old lady suits.” 
Sam wants to wear hot pink tank tops, leather-look 
panties, and dig foxholes. 


Part of Sam’s difficulty stems from the fact 
that she subscribes to some of the standard con- 
ceptions about gender-appropriate behavior. She is, 
herself, somewhat uncomfortable with Emmett’s 
failure to pursue the accepted male roles of worker, 
husband, and father. She thinks of men as makers 
and fixers, and she responds to her stepfather’s 
playing with baby Heather much as her grand- 
mothers might: “It made Sam feel strange to see a 
grown man playing with a baby.” 

In fact, the crux of Sam’s ambivalence about 
gender is her discomfort with babies. She really 
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wants Dawn to have an abortion, and when Dawn 
asks if she isn’t worried about the side effects of 
her birth control pills, Sam replies, “ “Having a baby 
would be a pretty big side effect.’” Although she 
does dream she and Tom Hudson have a baby, in 
the dream they puree it every night and store it in 
the freezer. When Irene comes to visit with baby 
Heather, Sam’s ambivalence is even more pro- 
nounced: “Her digestion was screwed up and see- 
ing the baby made her nervous....” 


Sam’s dilemma is that she is fighting both bi- 
ological and cultural imperatives. In her cultural 
milieu, traditional roles are still very much in evi- 
dence for both men and women although there are 
some exceptions such as Anita Stevens. In his re- 
fusal to work and have a family, Emmett is still 
seen as eccentric, and Irene refers to Anita as “‘on 
the loose’” as though Irene were just waiting for 
someone to catch Anita. Even though Sam has been 
accepted by both the University of Kentucky and 
Murray State for the fall, her preoccupation with 
Emmett and the veterans makes it hard for her to 
see this as an avenue of escape from the narrow 
confines of small-town Southern culture.... 


Her decision to attend the University of Ken- 
tucky rather than remain in Hopewell, working at 
the Burger Boy and taking care of Emmett, indi- 
cates she will probably be able to do this without 
slipping into conventional feminine roles. 


As the novel progresses, the connections be- 
tween gender and the war become more pro- 
nounced. When Sam and Lonnie have dinner with 
his parents and the subject turns to the Vietnam vet- 
erans, Lonnie’s father, Bud, expresses regret at hav- 
ing been born ““between wars’” because he feels 
he “‘missed out on something important.’” Sam 
catches him up: “‘If there wasn’t a war for fifty 
years and two whole generations didn’t have to 
fight, do you mean there should have been a war 
for them? Is that why we have wars—so guys won’t 
miss out? ”... 


Sam approaches understanding the Vietnam 
experience through her father’s experience there. 
She needs to know more than she finds from the 
unrevealing letters he had sent Irene, letters in 
which he “made marching through the jungle seem 
like a rare privilege?” and “didn’t say he was 
scared.” But a notebook her father had kept in Viet- 
nam tells Sam a different story. This notebook re- 
veals to her some of the horrors of the war and pre- 
cipitates her running off to Cawood’s Pond, the 
event that shocks Emmett into acknowledging to 
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Sam and himself the horror of his own experience 
in the war. 


Reading Dwayne’s accounts of rotting bodies 
and his first kill sickens Sam, who struggles to un- 
derstand by connecting what she reads with her 
own experiences: “She recalled the dead cat she 
dug up once in Grandma’s garden, and she realized 
her own insensitive curiosity was just like her fa- 
ther’s. She felt humiliated and disgusted.” Upon re- 
turning home and finding that Emmett has set off 
a flea bomb in the house to rid it of his cat Moon 
Pie’s fleas, Sam imaginatively connects this with 
the war.... Sam realizes Emmett, like Dwayne, 
must have killed: “Emmett had helped kill those 
Vietnamese, the same way he killed the fleas”.... 


However, during the night at Cawood’s Pond, 
Sam begins revising her notions of men and war; 
she strives to “feel what wretches feel.” Walking 
through the dark swamp, Sam “was walking point. 
The cypress knees were like land mines.” Yet she 
holds briefly her conviction that women would be- 
have differently, they “wouldn’t collect teeth and 
ears for souvenirs.... Soldiers murdered babies.” 
But even this is qualified: “[W]omen did too. They 
ripped their own unborn babies out of themselves 
and flushed them away, squirming and bloody.” 


Gradually, however, Sam begins to identify 
more and more with the soldiers and with her fa- 
ther. But she does this while in a curious way also 
identifying herself with women and their experi- 
ences of terror and violence. In the morning, hear- 
ing Emmett looking for her, she thinks she is be- 
ing stalked by a rapist and prepares for an attack: 


Hurriedly, she worked to create a weapon with the 
sharp edge of [a] can.... The V.C. rapist-terrorist was 
still on the boardwalk.... A curious pleasure stole 
over her. This terror was what the soldiers had felt 
every minute.... They were completely alive, every 
nerve on edge.... She put herself in Moon Pie’s place. 
In Emmett’s place.... She was in her father’s place, 
in a foxhole in the jungle.... She felt more like a cat 
than anything, small and fragile and alert to move- 
ment.... It was a new way of seeing. 


Here Sam seems involved in the kind of imag- 
inative identification that takes her beyond the sim- 
ply male or female or indeed merely human, an 
identification, in fact, with basic animal nature. 
However, when Emmett discounts her swamp ex- 
perience as merely a childish attempt to get revenge 
on him for running off to Lexington earlier in the 
novel and frightening her, she responds by retreat- 
ing to her oversimplifications of war and the male 
experience in it: ““That’s what you were doing in 
Vietnam. That explains what the whole country was 


doing over there. The least little threat and Amer- 
ica’s got to put on its cowboy boots and stomp 
around and show somebody a thing or two.’” 


As they leave Cawood’s Pond, it is finally Em- 
mett’s passive, almost Eastern wisdom Sam and the 
reader are left with: “He waved at the dark swamp. 
“There are some things you can never figure out.” 


As Sam approaches the Vietnam Memorial in 
Washington ... [she] moves beyond her preoccu- 
pation with men and war, women and war, to the 
essential human preoccupation with mortality.... 
This is the “work” Emmett has been engaged in 
since coming home from Vietnam. Sam has been 
doing this “work” throughout the novel as she 
searches out the details of her father’s experiences 
and death during the war. But, in coming to accept 
Dwayne’s dealing out and suffering death, Sam ac- 
cepts her own complicity in war, violence, and 
death itself, her own mortality as well as America’s 
“mortality,” figured here in military defeat: 


As they drive into Washington ... Sam feels sick with 
apprehension. She has kept telling herself that the 
memorial is only a rock with names on it.... Maybe 
that’s the point. People shouldn’t make so much of 
death.... Sometimes in the middle of the night it 
struck Sam with sudden clarity that she was going to 
die someday.... But now, as she and Emmett and Ma- 
maw Hughes drive into Washington, where the Viet- 
nam Memorial bears the names of so many who died, 
the reality of death hits her in broad daylight. 


We see Washington’s monuments through 
Sam’s eyes, perhaps through her “new way of see- 
ing,” and here the gender issues in the novel ap- 
pear to merge with the war issues as the novel con- 
cludes with a series of startlingly sexual images. 
Sam first sees the Washington Monument, rising 
“up out of the earth, proud and tall. She remem- 
bers Tom’s bitter comment about it—a big white 
prick. She once heard someone say the U.S.A. goes 
around fucking the world.” She sees the Vietnam 
Memorial in a number of metaphorical ways sug- 
gesting female genitalia and death, beauty and ter- 
ror. “It is ... a black gash in a hillside, like a vein 
of coal exposed and then polished with 
polyurethane.... It is like a giant grave.” As she 
walks down into the foxhole that is also the memo- 
rial, Sam feels “something so strong, it is like a tor- 
nado moving in her, something massive and over- 
powering. It feels like giving birth to this wall.” 
For Sam, this is a moment of transcendence that 
nullifies the simpler categories of male and female, 
war and peace, evil and good. 


After she has found her father’s name etched 
into the wall, Sam goes to the directory to look at 
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his name there among the Hugheses. She finds her 
own as well and then rushes to see it on the wall: 
“SAM A HUGHES. It is the first on a line.... She 
touches her own name. How odd it feels, as though 
all the names in America have been used to deco- 
rate this wall.” This experience, unlike her experi- 
ence at Cawood’s Pond, becomes, for Sam, a suc- 
cessful fuston of the contradictions within her of 
male and female. 


Source: Ellen A. Blais, “Gender Issues in Bobbie Ann Ma- 
son’s In Country” in South Atlantic Review, Vol. 56, No. 2, 
May, 1991, pp. 107-118. 


Sandra Bonilla Durham 


In the following excerpt, Durham explores Ma- 
son’s young female protagonist’s quest to under- 
stand why men wage war. 


In an interview with Wendy Smith, Bobbie 
Ann Mason explains that she did not consciously 
choose to write about Vietnam, that she had char- 
acters and action in mind before she realized that 
they had anything to do with the war. She says, “I 
think it came out of my unconscious, the same way 
it’s coming out of America’s unconscious. It’s just 
time for it to surface.”... 


Although the novel focuses on seventeen-year- 
old Sam Hughes’ search for the meaning of the 
Vietnam War, particularly the death of her father, 
it explores the personal loss of other members of 
the Hughes family and the changes brought by the 
war to the community and the nation. In Country 
is structured around two quests. Sam, her grand- 
mother MawMaw, and her uncle Emmett make a 
three-day journey by car to Washington, D.C., to 
see the Vietnam War Memorial. This quest is the 
result of another—Sam’s going both literally and 
figuratively into the wilderness, or “in country,” to 
test her ability to survive. “In country” is the phrase 
veterans use to refer to their time in Vietnam, and 
Cawood’s pond, a dangerous swamp, is Sam’s 
symbolic Vietnam. Mason articulates Sam’s mo- 
tives for facing the wilderness: 


If men went to war for women, and for unborn gen- 
erations, then she was going to find out what they 
went through. Sam didn’t think the women or the un- 
born babies had any say in it. If it were up to women, 
there wouldn’t be any war. No, that was a naive 
thought. When women got power they were just like 
men. She thought of Indira Gandhi and Margaret 
Thatcher. She wouldn’t want to meet these women 
out in the swamp at night. 


What would make people want to kill? If the U.S.A. 
sent her to a foreign country, with a rifle and a heavy 
backpack, could she root around in the jungle, sleep 
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in the mud, and shoot at strangers? How did the army 
get boys to do that? Why was there war? 


These words convey Sam’s anger and confu- 
sion about the war and its aftermath—the psychic 
wilderness in which she is struggling for survival. 
Her confusion includes questioning her role as a 
domesticated woman—Dawn’s friend, Lonnie’s 
lover, Irene’s daughter, and Emmett’s caretaker— 
and her role as free woman—a strong individual 
emotionally isolated from her culture and questing 
for a deeper sense of self. She thinks of herself as 
having “so much evil and bad stuff in her now.” 


The archetype of Sam’s journey may be Psy- 
che’s search, Sam is, like Psyche, the feminine 
principle: “Psyche divimized is consciousness 
raised. Her journey is the feminine journey from 
blind, instinctual attraction to a knowing, individ- 
ualized love” [Nor Hall, The Moon and the Virgin: 
Reflection on the Archetypal Feminine, 1980]. Sam 
moves from caring for Emmett because he is fam- 
ily and a real life version of the damaged veterans 
on television to real love for her uncle and under- 
standing of his deep sorrow. 


Sam’s quest, like Psyche’s, is motivated by 
distrust, jealousy, hatred, and fear. Her distrust of 
the social system, her jealousy of Irene, her hatred 
of the war, and her fear for Emmett’s health and 
sanity have separated her from her family and 
friends and have created division within herself. 
Sam’s going in country enables her to deal with 
these feelings as Psyche’s solitary ordeals purge 
her. Like Psyche, “by attending to the self in iso- 
lation, rather than repressing its demands or seek- 
ing distractions, [Sam’s] process of discovery is 
furthered.” [Hall, 1980] ... 


Emmett, like Sam, is seeking wholeness and 
his place. He is intelligent and amiable, but he finds 
work meaningless and relationships difficult. He 
and Sam subsist on her education benefits, and Em- 
mett spends his time cooking for Sam, watching 
TV, playing video games, and birdwatching. Ma- 
son says ... “There is a certain kind of exotic bird 
he has been looking for.” ... This bird is one of the 
major symbols in the novel. Emmett tells Sam the 
bird is an egret, a beautiful white wader he used to 
see in the rice paddies in Vietnam. He says, “That 
was a good memory. The only fucking one. That 
beautiful bird just going about its business with all 
that crazy stuff going on....” The bird represents 
life and beauty surviving in the midst of death and 
horror. 


Sam’s mother, Irene, always independent and 
adventurous, has left her former self behind and has 
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If it were up to women, 
there wouldnt be any war. No, 
that was a naive thought. When 
women got power they were just 
like men. She thought 

of Indira Gandhi and Margaret 
Thatcher. She wouldn't want to 
meet these women out in the 
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swamp at night. 





remarried, moved to Lexington, where she is at- 
tending college, and has had a baby. Sam resents 
Irene’s leaving Hopewell and is somewhat jealous 
of Irene’s new life. Sam longs for the past when 
Irene made popcorn and they watched M*A*S*H 
together. Playing Irene’s old rock records keeps 
Sam in touch with the past she shared with her 
mother and, in absentia, her father.... 


When Sam visits her grandparents, Grandma 
and Granddad Smith, Irene and Emmett’s parents, 
she gains a clearer insight into how the war affected 
the family and the community.... Grandma has 
been talking about the younger generation’s lack of 
faith and she adds, “Hopewell used to be the best 
place to bring up kids, but now it’s not.” Grandma 
does not elaborate on the loss of traditional values, 
but the idea is reinforced by her and Granddad’s 
exchange about Emmett’s service: 


“He was raring to go over there and fight,” said 
Granddad. 


“You were all for him going!” Grandma cried an- 
grily. “You said the army would make a man out of 
him. But look what it done.” 


“Its not too late,” Granddad said. “It’s not too late 
to pull himself up and be proud.”... 


A visit to MawMaw and Pap Hughes, whom 
Sam hasn’t seen in two years, provides more in- 
sight. They live far out in the country which Sam 
imagines has changed little since her father had 
lived there. She begins to abandon her romantic 
view of her mother and father and their relation- 
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ship. “Sam had wanted to believe there was some- 
thing magic between them that had created her and 
validated their love. But teen-age romances weren’t 
very significant, she realized now.” When they dis- 
cuss the war, MawMaw says, “They wrote and told 
what a help he was to his country. I take comfort 
in that.” And Sam replies, “What good did he do 
for the country? Everybody knows it was a stupid 
war, but fifty-eight thousand guys died. Emmett 
says they all died for nothing.” MawMaw responds, 
“Well, Emmett can talk. He didn’t die. Dwayne was 
fighting for a cause....” 


MawMaw’s idealized version of the war is de- 
stroyed when Sam reads her father’s diary which 
MawMaw has given her. One entry describes find- 
ing a dead Vietnamese and taking his teeth as a 
good luck charm. Another describes getting re- 
venge for a dead comrade by finding “gooks” and 
making “gook puddin’ .” Sam perceives the war and 
her father newly: “Now everything seemed ... like 
something rotten.” 


It is this feeling of corruptness which spurs 
Sam’s going in country. At Cawood’s pond Sam 
continues to think about the war and to look for the 
egret Emmett searches for. She survives the night 
in the swamp and is preparing to leave when she 
hears a noise, “a V.C. rapist-terrorist.... But this 
was real. A curious pleasure stole over her. This 
terror was what the soldiers had felt every 
minute.... They were completely alive, every nerve 
on edge.... It was a new way of seeing.” At last 
Sam is beginning to understand why men fight. The 
noise is Emmett coming to find her.... He chides 
Sam for frightening him by running away, and her 
reply suggests that the war was the national equiv- 
alent of a child’s running away.... 


Sam also tells Emmett she hates her father for 
“the way he talked about gooks and killing.” Em- 
mett replies, “It’s the same for all of us!... You 
can’t do what we did and then be happy about it. 
And nobody lets you forget it.” 


Emmett loses control of his emotions; he 
weeps and talks about Vietnam and tells Sam, 
“There’s something wrong with me. I’m damaged. 
It’s like something in the center of my heart is gone 
and I can’t get it back.” Sam replies, “But you cared 
enough about me to come out here.” 


It is at this point that Mason’s bird symbol is 
used most effectively. Sam says, “I wish that bird 
would come,” and Emmett explains, “If you can 
think about something like birds, you can get out- 
side of yourself, and it doesn’t hurt as much. That’s 
the whole idea. That’s the whole challenge for the 
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human race.” As Emmett walks out of the swamp, 
Sam observes, “He seemed to float away, above the 
poison ivy, like a pond skimmer, beautiful in his 
flight.” Emmett has become the bird which they 
both wished to see—he is a symbol of the beauty 
and life to be found in human relationships. 


Sam emerges from the wilderness reconciled 
to the reality of her father’s killing and dying, and 
affirming Emmett’s wholeness. Still, some con- 
flicts remain to be resolved.... 


Emmett urges Sam, still dazed from her trip in 
country, to make the trip to Washington and invites 
MawMavw to go with them. Sam loves the freedom 
symbolized by being on the road, and, although she 
has first been intolerant of MawMaw’s country 
ways, she realizes what a restricted life her grand- 
mother has lived, and she sympathizes with the old 
woman’s struggle to cope with a world she has 
never experienced before. 


When the family arrives at the memorial each 
member experiences a healing.... 


Reading and touching Dwayne’s name on the 
wall, MawMaw feels a greater sense of unity with 
him; Emmett ends his gneving for his lost com- 
rades, and Sam accepts the inevitable tragedy of 
war.... 


Finding an answer to her questions about the 
war, Sam finds a new sense of self. Sam’s quests 
have prepared her for a promising future. 


Source: Sandra Bonilla Durham, “Women and War: Bob- 
bie Ann Mason’s Jn Country” in The Southern Literary Jour- 
nal, Vol. 22, No. 2, Spring, 1990, pp. 45-52. 
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nam,” in The Southern Literary Journal, Vol. 19, No. 2, 
Spring, 1987, pp. 98-109. 
Booth argues that elements of the Arthurian grail leg- 
end including the motif of the wasteland and the 
wounded king figure in In Country. 


Joel Osler Brende and Erwin Randolph Parson, Vietnam Vet- 
erans: The Road to Recovery, Plenum Press, 1985. 
Published at the same time as In Country, this book 
raises some of the same concerns as Mason’s novel. 
It is because of books like these that veterans are not 
shunned today as much as they were in 1985. 


Robert H. Brinkmeyer, Jr., “Finding One’s History: Bobbie 
Ann Mason and Contemporary Southern Literature,” in The 
Southern Literary Journal, Vol. 19, No. 2, Spring, 1987, pp. 
20-33. 
Bninkmeyer explores the how Sam’s pursuit of her 
own history and the history of the Vietnam War ul- 
timately lead to her own personal growth. 


Joel Conarroe, “Winning Her Father’s War,” in The New 
York Times Book Review, September 15, 1985, p. 7. 
Conarroe reads Jn Country as a coming-of-age story 
in which Sam moves through traditional “rites of pas- 
sage, progressing from separation to isolation ... and 
finally to integration. 


Wayne Gunn Drewey, “Initiation, Individuation, In Coun- 
try” in The Midwest Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 1, Autumn, 
1996, pp. 59-73. 
Drewey argues that In Country uses as its structure 
the journey motif with a difference: in the case of 
Sam Hughes, the hero is a female. 


James R. Ebert, A Life In A Year: The American Infantry- 
man in Vietnam, 1965-1972, Presidio Press, 1993. 
Oddly, for all of the books written by and about vet- 
erans, there are few that try to capture the perspec- 
tive of the “grunt” soldiers. This book does a thor- 
ough, intelligent job of mixing interviews with 
synopses in order to capture the experience as well 
as any book can. 


Arthur Egendorf, Healing From The War: Trauma and 
Transformation after Vietnam, Houghton Mifflin Co., 1985. 
Another book published the same year the same year 
as In Country, this book reads like a “self-help” or 
“pop psychology” book; the tone may be a little 
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lighter than many academic studies, but that approach 
is necessary sometimes in order for ordinary people 
to understand the effects of the experience. 


W. D. Ehrhart, “Who’s Responsible,” in Vietnam Genera- 
tion, Vol. 4, No. 1-2, Spring, 1992, pp. 95-100. 
Vietnam War poet Ehrhart discusses his contributions 
to In Country and offers a sympathetic and thorough 
analysis of the novel. 


Michiko Kakutani, in The New York Times, September 4, 
1985, p. C20. 
The reviewer credits Mason with a sure ear for teen- 
aged dialogue and her clear sense of a “a young 
woman’s craving for both knowledge and inno- 
cence.” 


Jeffrey P. Kimball, To Reason Why: The Debate About the 
Causes of U.S. Involvement in the Vietnam War, Temple 
University Press, 1990. 
Not much is made in this novel about why America 
was involved in Vietnam at all, but this is certainly 
a factor that affected how servicemen were treated 
when they returned home, and what they thought of 
themselves as they grew up and began to understand 
the nature of politics. 


Katherine Kinney, ““Humping the Boonies’: Sex, Combat, 
and the Female in Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country,” in 
Fourteen Landing Zones: Approaches to Vietnam War Lit- 
erature, edited by Philip K. Jason, University of Iowa Press, 
1991, pp. 38-48. 
Kinney discusses how Sam attempts to transcend 
gender differences so that she can understand the 
meaning of the Vietnam War. 


Tom Myers, Walking Point: American Narratives of Viet- 
nam, Oxford University Press, 1988. 
This is not a collection of stories about the Vietnam 
experience, as the title suggests, but an academic ex- 
amination of the narratives about the war. Chapters 
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like “The Memoir as ‘Wise Endurance’” and “The 
Writer as Alchemist” look objectively at the Vietnam 
stories as a sub-genre of literature. 


Harriet Pollack, “From Shiloh to In Country to Feather 
Crowns, in The Southern Literary Journal, Vol. 28, No. 2, 
Spring, 1996, pp. 95-117. 
Pollack examines the role of history in Mason’s writ- 
ing and particularly the role of southern women’s his- 
tory. 
Barbara T. Ryan, “Decentered Authority in Bobbie Ann Ma- 
son’s In Country,” in Critique, Vol. 31, No. 3, Spring, 1990, 
pp. 199-212. 
Ryan examines Sam’s use of available texts as a way 
of explaining her search for truth. 


Jeffrey Walsh, American War Literature 1914 to Vietnam, 
St. Martin’s Press, 1982. 
This overview of literary themes that have touched 
war experiences and been touched by them in this 
century is a good reminder to readers that no piece 
of writing, no matter how well researched or how re- 
alistic, is ever objective. 


Kim Willenson, with the correspondents of Newsweek, The 
Bad War: An Oral History of Vietnam, New American Li- 
brary, 1987. 

This book’s shocking title, reflecting just the sort of 

hostility faced by Emmett and the other veterans in 

In Country, is actually a reference to a better-known 

book, Studs Turkel’s 1985 The Good War, which is 

a collection of interviews with veterans of World War 

П. 


Jonathan Yardley, “Bobbie Ann Mason and the Shadow of 
Vietnam,” in Book World—The Washington Post, Septem- 
ber 8, 1985, p. 3. 

The reviewer faults Mason for using cliches and for 

failing to say anything new about the Vietnam War 

in her novel. 
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Published in 1847, Jane Eyre brought almost in- 
stant fame to its obscure author, the daughter of a 
clergyman in a small mill town in northern Eng- 
land. On the surface, the novel embodies stock sit- 
uations of the Gothic novel genre such as mystery, 
horror, and the classic medieval castle setting; 
many of the incidents border on (and cross over 
into) melodrama. The story of the young heroine is 
also in many ways conventional—the rise of a poor 
orphan girl against overwhelming odds, whose love 
and determination eventually redeem a tormented 
hero. Yet if this all there were to Jane Eyre, the 
novel would soon have been forgotten. In writing 
Jane Eyre, Charlotte Bronté did not write a mere 
romantic potboiler. Her book has serious things to 
say about a number of important subjects: the re- 
lations between men and women, women’s equal- 
ity, the treatment of children and of women, reli- 
gious faith and religious hypocrisy (and the 
difference between the two), the realization of self- 
hood, and the nature of true love. But again, if its 
сопсегп were only topical, it would not have out- 
lived the time in which it was written. The book is 
not a tract any more than it is a potboiler. It is a 
work of fiction with memorable characters and 
vivid scenes, written in a compelling prose style. 
In appealing to both the head and the heart, Jane 
Eyre triumphs over its flaws and remains a classic 
of nineteenth-century English literature and one of 
the most popular of all English novels. 
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Author Biography 


Jane Eyre is subtitled An Autobiography. Iis, 
however, anovel. Yet critics have discerned a num- 
ber of autobiographical] elements in the book. 


Charlotte Bronté was bom on March 31, 1816, 
in the village of Thornton in the West Riding of 
Yorkshire {now West Yorkshire), England. She 
was the third child in a family that soon consisted 
of five girls and a boy. Only seven years separated 
the eldest, Maria, from the youngest, Anne. Her fa- 
ther, the Reverend Patrick Bronté (originally 
Brunty), came from an impoverished Lrish family: 
he had immigrated to England in the late 1700s and 
studied at Cambridge University before being or- 
dained as a clergyman in the Church of England. 
Charlotte’s mother, Maria Branwell, was originally 
from Penzance, Comwall, at the southwest tip of 
England. In 1820 the family moved to Haworth, an 
isolated mill town on the edge of the Yorkshire 
moors. They took up residence in the small par- 
sonage next to the local parish church where Rev- 
erend Brontë was mumister. Mrs. Brontë died of 
cancer the following year. 


In 1824 Reverend Bronté sent his four eldest 
daughters to the Clergy Daughters School at Cowan 
Bridge, Yorkshire, run by a Reverend Carus Wil- 
son. Conditions at the schoo] were strict and phys- 
ically harsh. The two eldest Bronté sisters, Maria 
and Elizabeth, both developed tuberculosis and 
died the following year. More than twenty years 
later, Charlotie’s expenences at the school would 
form the basis of several characters, incidents, and 
settings in Jane Eyre. Reverend Wilson became the 
model for the character Mr. Brocklehurst, while 
Mana Bronté served as the model for Helen Burns. 
Lowood Institution in the book was based largely 
on the Clergy Daughters School. 


Charlotte and Emily returned to Haworth, 
where they remained for the next six years with 
their father and their surviving siblings, Branwell 
and Anne. During this time the children escaped 
into a world of imagination and creative fantasy. 
Charlotte and Branwell collaborated in writing ro- 
mantic stories, in tiny hand-made books, about a 
fictional kingdom called Angria. The hero of these 
Stones was a character known as the Duke of 
Zamoma—a character to whom Mr, Rochester in 
Jane Eyre bears much resemblance. 


In 1831 Charlotte went away to Roe Head 
school. Although she remained only a year, she 
made two life-long fnends, Ellen Nussey and Mary 
Taylor. The school’s principal, Margaret Wooler, 
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would be the model for Ms. Temple in Jane Eyre. 
In 1839 Charlotte took her first job as a governess. 
She also received, and turned down, proposals of 
mariage from two ministers, one of whom was 
Ellen Nussey’s brother. She was not in Jove with 
either of these men, and did not feel that she could 
enter into this kind of marnage. This situation was 
to be recounted fictionaliy in the relationship be- 
tween Jane and Reverend St. John Rivers. Several 
years later Charlotte and Emily went to Brussels, 
Belgium, to attend a school run by Constantin 
Héger. Charlotte evidently formed a passionate at- 
tachment to Héger, an older, marned man who did 
not return (and probably was not even aware of) 
her affection. 


Returning to Haworth, Charlotte wrote poetry 
and was surprised to find that Emily also wrote po- 
eury—as did Anne and Branwell. In 1846 the three 
women published a joint volume of their poems, 
using the pseudonyms Currer, Ellis, and Acton 
Bell. The collection, produced at their own ex- 
pense, sold only two copies. Undaunted, the three 
women each wrote a novel, which they submitted 
to a London publisher, again using the same pseu- 
donyms. Emily and Anne’s manusenpts—Wuther- 
ing Heights and Agnes Grey—were accepted, bul 
Charlotte s—The Professor—was turned down. 
Almost immediately, Charlotte began wnting Јале 
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Eyre. She completed the book quickly and sent it 
off to the publishing firm of Smith, Elder & Co., 
the same company who had rejected The Profes- 
sor. The publishers reacted with great enthusiasm, 
and Jane Eyre was published just three months 
later, in October, 1847. So good were the sales that 
within a year the book was issued in its third edi- 
tion. Whereas her sisters had earned advances of 
fifty pounds for their novels, Charlotte received 
five hundred pounds for hers—a considerable sum 
of money at that time. However, her publisher and 
the reading public still knew the author only as 
“Currer Bell.” There was even speculation that the 
three “Bells” were in fact a single author writing 
under three different pseudonyms. In July, 1848, 
Charlotte and Anne took the train to London to visit 
their publisher, who was astonished but delighted 
to learn that Currer Bell was a woman. 


In the midst of their literary success, more 
tragedy struck the Bronté family. Branwell, who 
had become a hopeless alcoholic, died of tubercu- 
losis in 1848, followed in December of that year 
by Emily. Anne died of the same disease the fol- 
lowing year, leaving Charlotte the sole survivor 
among the original six Bronté children. She went 
on to write two further novels, Shirley (1849) and 
Villette (1853). In 1854 she married the Reverend 
Arthur Nicholls, her father’s curate. Charlotte 
Bronté died less than a year later, apparently from 
complications during pregnancy. However, her rep- 
utation, and that of Jane Eyre, continued to grow. 





Plot Summary 


Volume I 

Jane Eyre opens with the narrator, the adult 
Jane Eyre, recalling her childhood experiences 
growing up as an orphan at Gateshead, the home 
of her unfriendly aunt, Mrs. Reed. Mrs. Reed treats 
Jane as an outcast. On one occasion when her 
cousin John attacks her, Jane tries to defend her- 
self. As a result, she finds herself being punished 
by being locked in the frightening “Red Room,” 
where her uncle Reed had died many years earlier. 
A terrified Jane screams and faints. 


Jane soon learns that Mrs. Reed plans to send 
her away to school. The stern Mr. Brocklehurst of 
the Lowood School for orphaned girls comes to 
visit. Having been told by Mrs. Reed that Jane is 
an evil child, he questions Jane about her religious 
beliefs and assures her that bad girls will suffer in 
hell. Mr. Brocklehurst agrees to enroll Jane in his 
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school. On the day she is to depart, only the ser- 
vant Bessie rises to say good-bye to her. 


The Lowood School offers Jane a very differ- 
ent life, as the conditions there are very poor. It is 
cold and drafty, the water is frozen, and the bland 
food the girls are given, which is often burnt, is in- 
sufficient to satisfy their hunger. On her second day 
at Lowood, Jane sees the cruel Miss Scatcherd pun- 
ish a new friend, Helen Burns. Helen’s reaction, 
however, is that she deserves such treatment and 
that she believes in Christian patience and en- 
durance. 


After three weeks Mr. Brocklehurst visits the 
school, ordering the long hair of the older girls to 
be cut off and lecturing the girls on the sin of van- 
ity. Though trying to avoid notice, Jane drops her 
slate and catches Mr. Brocklehurst’s attention. Or- 
dering Jane to stand on a stool for punishment, 
Brocklehurst announces to the rest of the children 
that she is a liar and is not to be trusted. Jane is 
comforted by Helen and by the kind head teacher, 
Miss Temple. 


In the spring Lowood suffers a typhus epi- 
demic. Many of the girls die, and Jane learns that 
Helen has grown quite ill. One night after a doc- 
tor’s visit, Jane sneaks into Helen’s bed and talks 
with her about dying. Helen expresses no fears or 
regrets. Jane falls asleep, and when she awakens in 
the morning, she discovers that Helen had died dur- 
ing the night. Jane remains as a pupil at Lowood 
for six more years, and then becomes a teacher for 
two more. When her beloved Miss Temple marries 
and leaves Lowood, Jane has no reason to continue 
there, so she secretly advertises her services as a 
governess and soon ts offered a position. 


Jane travels to Thornfield, the estate where she 
is to begin a new career as a governess. She is 
greeted by Mrs. Fairfax, the woman who had hired 
her, who is the housekeeper for the house’s owner, 
Mr. Edward Rochester. Jane’s pupil is to be Adéle 
Varens, a young French girl who is Mr. Rochester’s 
ward. While showing Jane around the spacious 
house, Jane hears a haunting cackle coming from 
a room on the third floor. Mrs. Fairfax assures her 
that it is Grace Poole, an eccentric woman hired to 
do sewing. 


Jane finds life at Thornfield pleasant, but un- 
stimulating. While walking out to mail a letter one 
day, she is passed by a huge dog and then a strange- 
looking man on horseback. After passing Jane, the 
horse slips on a patch of ice and the rider is thrown, 
spraining his foot. Jane helps the man back onto 
his horse, and upon returning home, she learns that 
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the man is her employer, Mr. Rochester. Although 
his manner is brusque and often offensive, Jane is 
drawn to him. One night after talking with Mr. 
Rochester, Jane is awakened by the strange laugh, 
and leaves her room to find Mr. Rochester’s bed- 
room in flames. She wakes him and helps him to 
put out the fire, but he offers no explanation con- 
cerning these events. To Jane’s surprise and disap- 
pointment, Mr. Rochester leaves early the next day 
without saying good-bye. 


Volume IT 


Two weeks later, Mr. Rochester returns home 
and holds a huge party at his house, during which 
time Jane witnesses his flirtatious behavior with the 
beautiful but cold Blanch Ingram. One night a 
gypsy visits Thornfield, and tells the fortunes of the 
guests. As the gypsy tries to learn of Jane’s feel- 
ings for Rochester, she discovers that the gypsy is 
Rochester in disguise. Jane tells Mr. Rochester of 
a visitor, Mr. Mason, who had arrived at Thorn- 
field that day. That night Jane hears noise coming 
from the ceiling, and running upstairs, finds that 
Mr. Mason has been attacked, apparently by Grace 
Poole. 


Shortly after the Mason incident, Jane learns 
that her Aunt Reed is dying. Returning to 
Gateshead to visit her aunt, Mrs. Reed tells her that 
many years ago Jane’s Uncle John in Madeira had 
tried to contact her; he was interested in making 
Jane the heir to his fortune. Mrs. Reed, however, 
had told Uncle John that Jane was dead. 


Upon Mrs. Reed’s death, Jane returns to 
Thornfield and meets Mr. Rochester one night 
while walking in the garden. He admits to her his 
plans to marry. Jane begins to cry, but she soon 
learns that Mr. Rochester’s intention is to marry 
her, and not Blanche Ingram. That night lightning 
strikes the huge horse chestnut tree under which 
she and Mr. Rochester had become engaged. 


The night before her wedding, Jane awakens 
to see a strange and frightening figure in her room, 
shredding her wedding veil. Rochester assures her 
that the figure is Grace Poole. The next morning, 
Mr. Rochester tries to rush the wedding ceremony 
along, but it is stopped ultimately by Mr. Briggs, a 
lawyer, and Mr. Mason, who reveal that Rochester 
is already married to Mr. Mason’s sister. An angry 
Rochester then takes the entire party up to the third 
floor at Thornfield and reveals his insane wife, 
Bertha, who is attended there by Grace Poole. 
Against Rochester’s wishes, Jane decides that she 
must leave Thornfield: 


“Jane, do you mean to go one way in the world, and 
to let me go another?” 


“I do.” 


“Jane” (bending towards and embracing me), “do you 
mean it now?” 


“I do.” 
“And now?” softly kissing my forehead and cheek. 


“I do—” extricating myself from restraint rapidly and 
completely. 


“Oh, Jane, this is bitter! This—this is wicked. It 
would not be wicked to love me.” 


“It would to obey you.” 


A wild look raised his brows—crossed his features: 
he rose, but he forebore yet. I laid my hand on the 
back of a chair for support: I shook, I feared—but re- 
solved. 


“One instant, Jane. Give one glance to my horrible 
life when you are gone. All happiness will be torn 
away with you. What then is left? For a wife I have 
but the maniac up stairs: as well might you refer me 
to some corpse in yonder churchyard. What shall I 
do, Jane? Where tum for a companion, and for some 
hope?” 


“Do as I do: trust in God and yourself. Believe in 
heaven. Hope to meet again there.” 
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Jane steals out early in the morning and boards 
a coach. Soon out of food and money, she desper- 
ately stumbles over the moors to a small house and 
begs for help. She is taken into “Moor House” by 
two kind young ladies, Diana and Mary, and their 
brother, the pious minister St. John Rivers. When 
she recovers her health, St. John finds Jane a posi- 
tion as a school mistress in a small local school. 
Soon news comes that the Riverses’ Uncle John has 
died, but has left them only ten pounds each. One 
night St. John visits Jane, and amazingly, begins to 
recount for her the story of her past life. It turns 
out that he has discovered Jane’s real name and 
identity, and that she and the Riverses are cousins. 
Moreover, their Uncle John is also Jane’s Uncle 
Jobn, and she has inherited her uncle’s fortune of 
twenty thousand pounds. 


St. John Rivers begins to press Jane into mar- 
rying him and wishes her to join him in his life as 
a missionary. One night, St. John attempts to make 
Jane believe that not following her destiny with him 
will result in her going to hell. A stunned Jane sud- 
denly hears Mr. Rochester calling her name. Shar- 
ing her new wealth with her cousins, she leaves 
them and returns to Thornfield. 
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Jane is shocked to find Thornfield in ruins and 
learns that Mr. Rochester’s wife started a terrible 
fire that took her life, destroyed the house, and 
crippled and blinded Rochester. Traveling to look 
for Rochester at his other house, Ferndean, Jane is 
reunited with him. When he describes his desper- 
ate calling out for her several days earlier, Jane re- 
alizes that they have had a psychic experience. She 
agrees to stay with Mr. Rochester and to marry 
him. 


C‘haracters 





Bessie 

A woman who is the “nurse” at Mrs. Reed’s 
house, Gateshead Hall, Bessie helps take care of 
the Reed children and young Jane Eyre. Jane re- 
gards Bessie as the most sympathetic figure in the 
Reed household, although Bessie seems somewhat 
aloof. In her narrative, Jane recalls Bessie as 
“pretty” and “a slim young woman, with black hair, 
dark eyes, very nice features, and good, clear com- 
plexion.” Jane also remarks on Bessie’s “capricious 
and hasty temper, and indifferent ideas of princi- 
ple or justice.” Bessie helps Jane prepare for her 
departure to Lowood Institution. Bessie shows up 
again about eight years later as Jane is leaving 
Lowood for Thornfield Hall. She has married, and 
she tells Jane what has happened to the Reeds in 
the intervening years. She also says that Jane’s un- 
cle had come to Gateshead Hall searching for Jane 
but had gone back to his home on Madiera when 
Mrs. Reed told him that Jane was dead. Jane meets 
Bessie again when she (Jane) returns to Gateshead 
to visit the dying Mrs. Reed. 


Mr. Brocklehurst 


Mr. Brocklehurst is the proprietor of Lowood 
Institution—the boarding school for orphans that 
Jane Eyre attends. He is introduced in chapter 4, 
when he comes to Gateshead Hall (Mrs. Reed’s 
home) to examine Jane before admitting her to 
Lowood. He is described as “a black pillar! The 
Straight, narrow, sable-clad shape standing erect on 
the rug.” Mr. Brocklehurst is one of the novel’s 
hypocrites. Although he professes to run Lowood 
as a charitable institution, he is more concerned 
with making a profit than he is with educating the 
girls who live at the school. He criticizes Miss Tem- 
ple for giving the girls a special lunch of bread and 
cheese, saying that the girls’ bodies should be 
starved to help save their souls. He also denounces 
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some girls for having naturally curly hair and or- 
ders it to be cut off. (However, he does not seem 
to object to his own daughters’ elaborate curls.) 
When Jane drops her slate and breaks it, Mr. Brock- 
lehurst makes her stand on a stool in front of the 
class as punishment. The character of Mr. Brock- 
lehurst is based partly on William Carus Wilson, 
an evangelical clergyman who founded the Clergy 
Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge. Wilson mis- 
managed the school and many of the girls (includ- 
ing Charlotte Bronté and her sisters) suffered from 
the resulting poor conditions. However, Wilson 
was evidently well intentioned, unlike the hypo- 
critical Brocklehurst. 


Helen Burns 


Helen Burns is a girl who becomes Jane Eyre’s 
best friend at Lowood Institution—the boarding 
school for orphans that Jane attends. Jane meets 
Helen in chapter 5, during an outdoor exercise pe- 
riod. Jane notes that Helen is reading Samuel John- 
son’s Rasselas; the book’s name strikes Jane as 
“strange, and consequently attractive.” Jane has 
earlier heard “the sound of a hollow cough” but 
does not immediately identify Helen with this 
cough. (The cough foreshadows Helen’s fatal bout 
of consumption, or tuberculosis). Four years older 
than Jane, the fourteen-year-old Helen helps the 
newly arrived orphan adjust to the school and 
teachers. Helen embodies the virtues of patience, 
forbearance, humility, forgiveness, and Christian 
love. She conveys the importance of these quali- 
ties to the more worldly Jane. As Helen lies dying 
of tuberculosis, she tells Jane that she is not afraid: 
she is going to a better world. Jane gets into bed 
with Helen; the next morning, Helen has died. The 
character of Helen Burns is modeled after Charlotte 
Bronté’s eldest sister Maria, who died of tubercu- 
losis in 1825. 


Jane Eyre 

The narrator, central character, and eponymous 
heroine of Jane Eyre, Jane is both a fully realized 
fictional creation in the nove] and, in many ways, 
a voice for the author, Charlotte Bronté. In a book 
that makes use of many of the stock situations and 
characters of the Gothic genre, Jane stands out as 
a woman who runs against the Gothic stereotype 
of the submissive woman in distress. Physically 
plain and slight, Jane is acutely intelligent and 
fiercely independent. She is also a shrewd judge of 
character. Throughout the novel, she relies on her 
intelligence and determination to achieve self- 
fulfillment. Yet her strength of character does not 
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Media 
Adaptations 


e Jane Eyre has been the subject of numerous 
adaptations for other media. During the silent 
film era, there were at least three silent movie 
versions. The first talking picture adaptation was 
released in 1934. Written by Adele Comandini 
(based on Charlotte Bronté’s book) and directed 
by Christy Cabanne, it starred Virginia Bruce, 
Colin Clive, Beryl Mercer, Aileen Pringle, 
Jameson Thomas, David Torrence, and Lionel 
Belmore. Produced by Monogram Studios. 


e The most famous film version of Jane Eyre was 
adapted by John Houseman, Aldous Huxley, and 
Robert Stevenson and released in 1944. Directed 
by Stevenson, it starred Joan Fontaine, Orson 
Welles, Margaret O’Brien, Sara Allgood, Agnes 
Moorehead, and Elizabeth Taylor. 


¢ Franco Zeffirelli and Hugh Whitemore wrote the 
script for the 1996 film version of Jane Eyre, 
directed by Zeffirelli. This version starred Char- 
lotte Gainsbourg, William Hurt, Anna Paquin, 
Joan Plowright, Billie Whitelaw, Elle Macpher- 
son, Geraldine Chaplin, and John Wood. 





> The first adaptation of Jane Eyre for television 
was broadcast in 1939 on the NBC network. Pro- 
duced and directed by Edward Sobol, this ver- 
sion starred Flora Campbell, Dennis Hoey, Effie 
Shannon, Daisy Belmore, and Ruth Mattheson. 


+ While there have been other adaptations of Jane 
Eyre for television since 1939, critics have noted 
that the most faithful one is the BBC’s televi- 
sion mini-series adaptation of Jane Eyre pro- 
duced in 1983. Directed by Julian Aymes, it 
starred Zelah Clarke and Timothy Dalton. 


• Jane Eyre has lent itself to numerous adapta- 
tions for the stage. A recent version included one 
for a 1996 regional touring production in Eng- 
land, adapted and directed by Charles Vance. 


e The book was recorded, unabridged, in a series 
of four sound cassettes, read by Juliet Steven- 
son. Available from BBC Enterprises Ltd., New 
York, NY, 1994. 


e An abridged recording read by Dame Wendy 
Hiller is available on two cassettes from Listen 
for Pleasure, Downsview, Ontario, Canada. 


make her immune to suffering; on the contrary, she 
suffers because she is so keenly aware of the dif- 
ference between how things are and how they might 
be. Jane believes that “we were born to strive and 
endure.” Her nature is passionate, but she also rec- 
ognizes the dangers of uncontrolled passion. Al- 
though she is rebellious when rebellion is called 
for, she is inherently conscious that actions must 
be tempered by reason. When she refuses to be- 
come Rochester’s mistress, she cites a higher moral 
law as her justification: “Laws and principles are 
not for the time when there is no temptation; they 
are for such moments as this, when body and soul 
rise against their rigor....” In this action, as well as 
in refusing to marry St. John Rivers, she proves her 
unwillingness to compromise her principles. She 
wants to achieve her goals on the right terms, not 
on any terms. Utterly opposed to hypocrisy, she 
nonetheless is capable of recognizing that goodness 


exists within flawed human beings. Because she is 
secure in herself, she is able to give herself fully 
to Rochester as his equal. At the end of the novel, 
writing about her marriage in language reminiscent 
of the Song of Solomon, she says: “I hold myself 
supremely blest—blest beyond language can ex- 
press; because I am my husband’s life as fully as 
he is mine.” Intellectual, faithful, loving, Jane Eyre 
is one of the most original, vivid, and significant 
characters in the nineteenth-century English novel. 


Mrs. Fairfax 

The housekeeper at Thornfield Hall, Mrs. 
Fairfax replies to Jane’s advertisement and offers 
her the position of governess at Thornfield. Jane 
initially assumes that she is the owner of the house. 
An older woman, Mrs. Fairfax is a widow, and is 
a distant relation of Mr. Rochester by marriage. 
Jane finds her “a placid-tempered, kind-natured 
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woman, of competent education and average in- 
telligence.” Although she treats Jane in a fnendly 
manner, she cannot provide the kind of intellec- 
tual sumulation and companionship that Jane 
craves. 


Jack 
See John Reed 


Blanche Ingram 

Blanche Ingram is a young woman, the daugh- 
ter of a local aristocrat who spends some time in 
the company of Mr. Rochester. Mrs. Fairfax tells 
Jane that Rochester is expected to marry her. 
Blanche ts very tall but has a proud, haughty man- 
ney, a “mocking aur,” and a “satincal laugh.” Her 
speech is affected, especially when she speaks to 
her snobbish mother, Lady Ingram. In short, 
Blanche is “very showy’ but “not genuine.” She 
treats Jane with extreme condescension and ex- 
hibits a “spiteful antipathy” toward Adèle. AJl- 
though she herself is in love with Rochester, Jane 
seems to stoically accept that he will marry 
Blanche. Ironically, this apparent certainry makes 
Jane more passionate toward Rochester, who in 
turn reveals that he had no intention of marrying 
Blanche. As well as serving the plot function of 
bringing Jane’s passion for Rochester to a head, 
Blanche serves as a character foil to Jane: her ar- 
ificiality makes Jane's frankness all the more ev- 
ident and attractive. 


Lady Ingram 

The mother of Blanche Ingram, Lady Ingram 
makes rude, condescending remarks about gov- 
ernesses dunng a social visit to Thomfield Hall. 
She reminds Jane of Mrs. Reed, with whom she has 
certain parallels. 


Mr, Lioyd 

An apothecary who examunes and treats young 
Jane Eyre in chapter 3, Mr. Lloyd is a sympathetic 
figure. He notes that Jane is profoundly unhappy 
at Gateshead Hall (Mrs. Reed's home) and asks 
Jane if she would like to go away to school. He ap- 
parently broaches this subject with Mrs. Reed, al- 
though if 1s some months before Jane is sent away 
to Lowood Institution. 


Bertha Mason 


Bertha Mason, the insane wife of Edward 
Rochester who has been hidden away in an attic 
room at Thornfield Hali, is one of the more exotic 
figures of nineteenth-century fiction. Yet she ap- 
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Still from the film Jane Eyre, starring Joan 
Fontaine as Jane Eyre and Orson Welles as 
Edward Rochester. 


pears on only a few pages of the book and never 
speaks. (Indeed, she is not capable of rational con- 
versation; the noises she makes are scarcely hu- 
man), $he is not so much a character as a symbol, 
although critics do not agree on exactly what she 
symbolizes. She may be an embodiment of vio- 
lence, unbridled sexuality, or the animal] nature that 
lies behind the veil of civilization. She also sug- 
gests Rochester's dark side. It has been suggested, 
too, that she is Jane's darker double. (Indeed, 
Bertha’s confinement in the attic may be seen as 
an echo of Jane's earlier confinement in a locked 
room at Gateshead Hall.} In more immediate terms 
of the plot, Bertha functions as an impediment to 
Jane’s mamage to Rochester, Her Gothic existence 
is felt long before it is revealed. Shortly after her 
amival at Thornfield, Jane hears a strange Jaughter 
that is attnbuted to Grace Poole, the woman who 
in fact looks after Bertha. Bertha subsequently in- 
stigates several violent acts that disrupt the calm of 
Thornfield, setting fire to Rochester's bed and later 
attacking her brother, Mr. Mason. On both occa- 
sions, Jane intervenes, respectively rescuing 
Rochester and tending to Mr. Mason’s wounds. On 
both occasions, Rochester tells Jane that Grace 
Poole was responsible for this violence. On the eve 
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of Jane and Rochester’s intended wedding, Bertha 
enters Jane’s room and tears Jane’s wedding veil; 
Jane tells Rochester what she has seen, but 
Rochester dismisses the vision as a nightmare. 
Once Bertha can no longer be denied, Rochester 
shows her to Jane and tells Jane the sordid story of 
his arranged marriage, years earlier in Jamaica, to 
this woman whom he barely knew. Bertha ulti- 
mately dies when she sets fire to Thornfield—an 
act that also results in terrible injury to Rochester; 
but this action sets up Jane’s return and Rochester’ s 
redemption. 


Mr. Mason 

Mr. Mason is the brother of Mrs. Rochester 
(Bertha Mason). Mason’s sudden arrival at Thorn- 
field Hall during Rochester’s social party clearly 
upsets Rochester, though Jane is not aware of its 
significance. That night, Jane hears a horrible 
sound and discovers that Mason has been attacked 
and is bleeding badly. On Rochester’s instructions, 
she tends to Mason, whose true identity she does 
not know. Mason is spirited away early the next 
morning. He returns to interrupt Jane and 
Rochester’s wedding and reveals that Rochester is 
already married. Mason, who resides in the West 
Indies, is conventionally handsome, but Jane notes 
that his face lacks character. Rochester suggests to 
Jane that Mason shares the Mason family congen- 
ital feeblemindedness. 


Miss Miller 

An “underteacher” at Lowood Institution—the 
boarding school for orphans that Jane Eyre at- 
tends—Miss Miller is introduced in chapter 5 when 
Jane arrives at Lowood. She receives Jane and 
helps to orient her. Miss Miller is described as “a 
tall lady with dark hair, dark eyes, and a pale and 
large forehead.” Jane’s narrative also describes her 
as “ruddy in complexion, though of a careworn 
countenance; hurried in gait and action, like one 
who had always a multiplicity of tasks on hand.” 
Miss Miller disapproves of Mr. Brocklehurst and 
of the way he runs the school, but is powerless to 
do anything about it. Jane notes that she looks “pur- 
ple, weather-beaten, and over-worked.” 


Rosamond Oliver 

The daughter of a wealthy landowner who 
lives near the home of St. John Rivers, Rosamond 
Oliver is very pretty, kind, and high-spirited. Jane 
finds her “elfin” and fairy-like. However, she is es- 
sentially vacuous. Jane initially assumes that Rosa- 
mond and St. John will marry, but St. John is un- 
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interested in Rosamond, preferring to consider Jane 
as his potential wife. 


Grace Poole 


Grace Poole is a mysterious servant who works 
at Thornfield Hall. When Jane hears strange laugh- 
ter coming from the attic, Mrs. Fairfax tells her that 
it is only Grace Poole, who occasionally works there 
as a seamstress. Grace is “between thirty and forty; 
a set, square-made figure, red-haired, and with a 
hard, plain face.” She is also fond of alcohol. 
Rochester initially tells Jane that Grace is responsi- 
ble for the mysterious incidents at Gateshead. Jane 
later learns that Grace is actually employed to look 
after Mrs. Rochester (Bertha Mason), who is insane 
and who is kept locked in the attic. 


Blanche Ingram 


Blanche Ingram is a young woman, the daugh- 
ter of a local aristocrat who spends some time in 
the company of Mr. Rochester. Mrs. Fairfax tells 
Jane that Rochester is expected to marry her. 
Blanche is very tall but has a proud, haughty man- 
ner, a “mocking air,” and a “satirical laugh.” Her 
speech is affected, especially when she speaks to 
her snobbish mother, Lady Ingram. In short, 
Blanche is “very showy” but “not genuine.” She 
treats Jane with extreme condescension and ex- 
hibits a “spiteful antipathy” toward Adèle. Al- 
though she herself is in love with Rochester, Jane 
seems to stoically accept that he will marry 
Blanche. Ironically, this apparent certainty makes 
Jane more passionate toward Rochester, who in 
turn reveals that he had no intention of marrying 
Blanche. As well as serving the plot function of 
bringing Jane’s passion for Rochester to a head, 
Blanche serves as a character foil to Jane: her ar- 
tificiality makes Jane’s frankness all the more ev- 
ident and attractive. 


Georgiana Reed 


Georgiana, Jane Eyre’s cousin and the younger 
daughter of Mrs. Reed, is introduced early in the 
novel when the young orphan Jane is living at 
Gateshead Hall as a ward of Mrs. Reed. Young 
Georgiana has “pink cheeks and golden curls” as 
well as “a spoiled temper, an acrid spite, a capri- 
cious and insolent carriage.” She is “universally in- 
dulged” by her mother. When Jane returns to 
Gateshead some nine years later, Georgiana has 
grown into a frivolous, self-centered woman. Jane 
eventually learns that Georgiana has married a 
wealthy man. 


Novels Students 


for 


John Reed 


Jane Eyre’s cousin John, the son of Mrs. Reed, 
is introduced at the beginning of the novel when 
the young orphan Jane is living at Gateshead Hall 
as a ward of Mrs. Reed. John, or Jack, is fourteen 
years old at this time. He bullies and torments Jane 
behind his mother’s back. Jane finds him “disgust- 
ing and ugly,” but Mrs. Reed indulges the boy and 
blames Jane for causing trouble while overlooking 
John’s sadistic behavior. Some years later, Jane 
hears that John has been expelled from college. 
When Jane is summoned to Gateshead to attend the 
dying Mrs. Reed, she learns that John had become 
even more dissolute and has committed suicide. 


Mrs. Reed 

Mrs. Reed is Jane Eyre’s aunt, the widow of 
Jane’s uncle Mr. Reed (who was the brother of 
Jane’s mother and who died nine years before the 
novel begins). She is also the mother of John (Jack), 
Eliza, and Georgiana. Mrs. Reed is introduced at the 
beginning of the novel, when the young orphan Jane 
is living at Gateshead Hall as her ward. When Mr. 
Reed was on his deathbed, Mrs. Reed promised him 
that she would “rear and maintain” the orphan Jane. 
However, Mrs. Reed resents Jane and treats her as 
an unwanted burden rather than as a dependent child. 
She continually belittles Jane and punishes her for 
what she regards as Jane’s rebellious nature, while 
overlooking the faults of her own children. She 
arranges for Jane to be sent away to Lowood Insti- 
tution, a boarding school for orphans. In chapter 4, 
Jane defies Mrs. Reed and tells her what she really 
thinks of her. This incident is Jane’s first moral vic- 
tory. Jane returns to Gateshead just before Mrs. Reed 
dies, but is unable to effect a reconciliation. 


Diana Rivers 

The sister of Mary and St. John Rivers; Diana 
Rivers also turns out to be Jane Eyre’s cousin. 
When Jane arrives at Moor House, hungry and pen- 
niless, seeking shelter after she has fled Thornfield 
Hall, Diana and Mary help restore her to health. 
Skilled, talented, and well-read, the Rivers sisters 
develop a close friendship with Jane. Like her, they 
are both governesses, and Bronté portrays them in 
a favorable light. 


Mary Rivers 

The sister of Diana and St. John Rivers; she 
also turns out to be Jane Eyre’s cousin. When Jane 
arrives at Moor House, hungry and penniless, seek- 
ing shelter after she has fled Thornfield Hall, Mary 
and Diana help restore her to health. Skilled, tal- 
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ented, and well-read, the Rivers sisters develop a 
close friendship with Jane. Like her, they are both 
governesses, and Bronté portrays them in a favor- 
able light. 


St. John Rivers 

A handsome young clergyman who is the 
brother of Diana and Mary Rivers; St. John also 
turns out to be Jane Eyre’s cousin. When Jane ar- 
rives at Moor House, hungry and penniless, after 
she has fled Thornfield Hall, St. John offers her 
shelter. Although Jane becomes close friends with 
the Rivers sisters, she finds that St. Jobn has “a re- 
served, an abstracted, and even ... a brooding na- 
ture”; he is also restless and does not feel at home 
in England. He tells Jane that she is “intelligent” 
and that “human affections and sympathies have a 
most powerful hold on you.” Listening to him 
preach a sermon with Calvinist overtones, she re- 
alizes that he has not found peace in his religious 
faith. He offers Jane the post of schoolmistress at 
a girls’ school he is establishing. It is Rivers who 
reveals to Jane that they are cousins and that she 
has inherited a fortune of twenty thousand pounds 
from their mutual uncle, John Eyre. He persistently 
asks Jane to marry him and accompany him to In- 
dia as a missionary—an offer she declines because 
she realizes that the marriage would be loveless. 
Although St. John is intelligent, he is austere and 
inflexible and is unable to appreciate Jane for her- 
self; he would lead her into a life (and death) of 
martyrdom. In this, he is a complete contrast to the 
passionate Mr. Rochester. 


Mr. Rochester 


Mr. Rochester is the central male character and 
hero (or perhaps antihero) in Jane Eyre. He is gen- 
erally considered to be one of the most memorable 
romantic characters in nineteenth-century English 
fiction. A wealthy landowner, Rochester is the mas- 
ter of Thornfield Hall. Jane gradually falls in love 
with him after she arrives at Thornfield to tutor his 
ward Adèle, the daughter of an earlier mistress. 
When Mr. Rochester is introduced, he is some- 
where between age thirty-five and forty, and thus 
is as much as twenty years older than Jane. Jane 
first meets him when she is walking from Thorn- 
field to a nearby town to mail a letter. When his 
horse slips on the ice he is thrown and injured 
slightly; Jane helps him to remount. She only learns 
his identity when she returns to Thornfield and 
finds him there. He is described as having “a dark 
face, with stern features and a heavy brow” and is 
not considered handsome. The frequent references 
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to his supposed ugliness help to underscore the fact 
that he is not a conventional hero; they suggest both 
secret troubles and hidden strengths that are more 
than skin-deep. Also, by deliberately making him 
physically unattractive, (at least by a conventional 
definition of attractiveness), Bronté wants the 
reader to know that Jane is not attracted to him be- 
cause of his looks but because she recognizes some- 
thing good in his soul. Rochester may be consid- 
ered a Gothic hero. He is haunted by his guilty 
knowledge and by a past of which he is ashamed. 
Like the typical Gothic hero, he is prone to bouts 
of depression and to seemingly irrational behavior; 
he also possesses a macabre sense of humor. How- 
ever, he is much more complex than a stereotypi- 
cal Gothic hero and has more humanity. His treat- 
ment of his insane wife may seem cruel by modern 
standards, but in his eyes it is the best that can be 
done for her and is preferable to abandoning her. 
Yet he also acts selfishly in wishing to keep her ex- 
istence a secret. He considers himself the victim of 
a cruel hoax: His marriage to Bertha was an 
arranged one, and he was not told that insanity ran 
in her family. His subsequent wanderings in Eu- 
rope and his taking of three successive mistresses 
are perhaps a stock reaction to the restrictions im- 
posed on him by his sham marriage. His relation- 
ship with Jane springs from a different motive. He 
recognizes Jane for what she is, and realizes that 
he can find salvation in her love. However, in 
knowingly planning to enter into a bigamous mar- 
riage, and then suggesting that she become his mis- 
tress, he transgresses moral law. He must lose Jane 
and suffer punishment and penance (in the form of 
losing his eyesight and his right hand, as well as 
his home) by fire before Jane can be fully restored 
to him. His marriage to Jane is the meeting of true 
minds, a marriage without secrets or locked doors. 


Mrs. Rochester 
See Bertha Mason 


Miss Scatcherd 


A teacher at Lowood Institution—the board- 
ing school for orphans that Jane Eyre attends— 
Miss Scatcherd is the most severe of the teachers. 
Jane’s friend Helen Burns tells Jane that “you must 
take care not to offend her.” Miss Scatherd pun- 
ishes Helen for some minor infraction by flogging 
Helen on the neck with a bunch of twigs, and she 
verbally abuses Helen. However, Helen accepts her 
punishment meekly. 
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Miss Temple 


The superintendent of Lowood Institution— 
the boarding school for orphans that Jane Eyre at- 
tends—Miss Temple is introduced in chapter 5 
when Jane arrives at Lowood. Jane describes her 
as “tall, fair, and shapely,” with “a stately air and 
carriage.” She is also kindly, perceptive, well edu- 
cated, and genuinely concerned with the welfare of 
her students. After the schoolgirls are fed an ined- 
ible breakfast, Miss Temple orders that they receive 
a special lunch of “bread and cheese.” Later, she 
invites Jane and Helen Burns to her room, where 
she offers the two girls some seedcake and con- 
verses with them. She recognizes that both Helen 
and Jane are exceptional, and acts as their mentor. 
When Miss Temple eventually marries and leaves 
Lowood, Jane (who is by then age eighteen, and 
who with Miss Temple’s help has become a teacher 
at the school) decides to leave the school herself 
and take a position as a governess. 


Adèle Varens 


Mr. Rochester’s young ward, about seven or 
eight years old, Adéle is the daughter of a French 
opera-dancer with whom Mr. Rochester has had an 
affair. The woman had claimed that Mr. Rochester 
was the father, but there is some ambiguity as to 
whether this is really the case. Adéle has lived most 
of her young life in France and speaks a mixture 
of French and English. When her mother abandons 
her, Mr. Rochester has her brought to England, 
where he intends to raise her. On Mr. Rochester’s 
instructions, Mrs. Fairfax hires Jane to be Adéle’s 
governess at Thornfield. Adéle is lively and talka- 
tive and likes to sing and dance. Jane finds her 
somewhat coquettish behavior disconcerting, but 
she comes to feel affection for Adéle in spite of the 
girl’s flaws. By contrast, Blanche Ingram regards 
Adéle with distaste. 


Themes 





Love and Passion 


One of the secrets to the success of Jane Eyre, 
and the source of its strength in spite of numerous 
flaws, lies in the way that it touches on a number 
of important themes while telling a compelling 
story. Indeed, so lively and dramatic is the story 
that the reader might not be fully conscious of all 
the thematic strands that weave through this work. 
Critics have argued about what comprises the main 
theme of Jane Eyre. There can be little doubt, how- 
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ever, that love and passion together form a major 
thematic element of the novel. 


On its most simple and obvious level, Jane 
Eyre is a love story. The love between the orphaned 
and initially impoverished Jane and the wealthy but 
tormented Rochester 1s at its heart. The obstacles 
to the fulfillment of this love provide the main dra- 
matic conflict in the work. However, the novel ex- 
plores other types of love as well. Helen Burns, for 
example, exemplifies the selfless love of a friend. 
We also see some of the consequences of the ab- 
sence of love, as in the relationship between Jane 
and Mrs. Reed, in the selfish relations among the 
Reed children, and in the mocking marriage of 
Rochester and Bertha. Jane realizes that the absence 
of love between herself and St. John Rivers would 
make their marriage a living death, too. 


Throughout the work, Bronté suggests that a 
life that is not lived passionately is not lived fully. 
Jane undoubtedly is the central passionate charac- 
ter; her. nature is shot through with passion. Early 
on, she refuses to live by Mrs. Reed’s rules, which 
would restrict all passion. Her defiance of Mrs. 
Reed is her first, but by no means her last, pas- 
sionate act. Her passion for Rochester is all con- 
suming. Significantly, however, it is not the only 
force that governs her life. She leaves Rochester 
because her moral reason tells her that 1t would be 
wrong to live with him as bis mistress: “Laws and 
principles are not for the time when there is no 
temptation,” she tells Rochester; “they are for such 
moments as this, when body and sou) mse against 
their rigor....” 


Blanche Ingram feels no passion for 
Rochester; she is only attracted to the landowner 
because of his wealth and social position. St. John 
Rivers is a more intelligent character than Blanche, 
but like her he also lacks the necessary passion that 
would allow him to live fully. His marriage pro- 
posal to Jane has no passion behind it; rather, he 
regards marriage as a business arrangement, with 
Jane as his potential junior partner in bis mission- 
ary work. His lack of passion contrasts sharply with 
Rochester, who positively seethes with passion. His 
injury in the fire at Thornfield may be seen as a 
chastisement for his past passionate indiscretions 
and as a symbolic taming of his passionate ex- 
cesses. 


Independence 


Jane Eyre is not only a love story: It is also a 
plea for the recognition of the individual’s worth. 
Throughout the book, Jane demands to be treated 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


• Inher preface to the second edition of Jane Eyre, 
Charlotte Bronté wrote: “Conventionality is not 
morality. Self-righteousness is not religion.... 
Appearance should not be mistaken for truth.” 
What are some examples of these precepts in 
Jane Eyre? 


• Research the treatment of mental illness around 
the time of Jane Eyre. What ideas did doctors 
of Charlotte Bronté’s time have about the causes 
of mental illness? How did society in general re- 
gard people with this kind of disease? How 
might someone like Bertha Mason be treated to- 
day? 


• As a younger son, Rochester would not have in- 
herited his father’s estate; the estate would first 
have gone to Rochester’s older brother. Under 
English law at the time of Jane Eyre, property 
passed only to the oldest son; therefore, younger 
sons were usually left little money and had to 
make their own livings. What professions did 
younger sons in such a family usually follow? 
Also, how did this custom affect the daughters 
in a family? 


e The early twentieth-century English novelist 
Virginia Woolf once said that “in order for a 
woman to write, she must have money and a 
room of her own.” Do you think that this maxim 
applies to Charlotte Bronté as an author? Also, 
consider the ways in which money and a “room 
of her own” (that is, a home) are important to 
the character Jane Eyre. 


as an independent human being, a person with her 
own needs and talents. Early on, she is unjustly 
punished precisely for being herself—first by Mrs. 
Reed and John Reed, and subsequently by Mr. 
Brocklehurst. Her defiance of Mrs. Reed is her first 
active declaration of independence in the novel, but 
not her last. Helen Burns and Miss Temple are the 
first characters to acknowledge her as an individ- 
ual: they Jove her for herself, in spite of her ob- 
scurity. Rochester too loves her for herself; the fact 
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that she is a governess and therefore his servant 
does not negatively affect his perception of her. 
Rochester confesses that his ideal woman is intel- 
lectual, faithful, and loving—qualities that Jane 
embodies. Rochester’s acceptance of Jane as an in- 
dependent person is contrasted by Blanche and 
Lady Ingram’s attitude toward her: they see her 
merely as a servant. Lady Ingram speaks disparag- 
ingly of Jane in front of her face as though Jane is- 
n't there; to her, Jane is an inferior barely worthy 
of notice, and certainly not worthy of respect. St. 
John Rivers does not regard Jane as a full, inde- 
pendent person. Rather, he sees her as an instru- 
ment, an accessory that would help him to further 
his own plans. Jane acknowledges that his cause 
(missionary work) may be worthy, but she knows 
that to marry simply for the sake of expedience 
would be a fatal mistake. Her marriage to Mr. 
Rochester, by contrast, is the marriage of two in- 
dependent beings. It is because of their indepen- 
dence, Bronté suggests, that they acknowledge their 
dependence on each other and be completely happy 
with one another in this situation. 


God and Religion 


In her preface to the second edition of Jane 
Eyre, Bronté made clear her belief that “conven- 
tionality is not morality” and “self-righteousness is 
not religion.” She declared that “narrow human 
doctrines, that only tend to elate and magnify a few, 
should not be substituted for the world-redeeming 
creed of Christ.” Throughout the novel, Bronté pre- 
sents contrasts between characters who believe in 
and practice what she considers a true Christianity 
and those who pervert religion to further their own 
ends. Mr. Brocklehurst, who oversees Lowood In- 
stitution, is a hypocritical Christian. He professes 
charity but uses religion as a justification for pun- 
ishment. For example, he cites the biblical passage 
“man shall not live by bread alone” to rebuke Miss 
Temple for having fed the girls an extra meal to 
compensate for their inedible breakfast of burnt 
porridge. He tells Miss Temple that she “may in- 
deed feed their vile bodies, but you little think how 
you starve their immortal souls!” Helen Burns is a 
complete contrast to Brocklehurst; she follows the 
Christian creed of turning the other cheek and lov- 
ing those who hate her. On her deathbed, Helen 
tells Jane that she is “going home to God, who loves 
her.” 


Jane herself cannot quite profess Helen’s ab- 
solute, selfless faith. Jane does not seem to follow 
a particular doctrine, but she is sincerely religious 
in a nondoctrinaire way. (It is Jane, after all, who 
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places the stone with the word “Resurgam” on He- 
len’s grave, some fifteen years after her friend’s 
death.) Jane frequently prays and calls on God to 
assist her, particularly in her trouble with 
Rochester. She prays too that Rochester is safe. 
When the Rivers’s housekeeper, Hannah, tries to 
turn the begging Jane away, Jane tells her that “if 
you are a Christian, you ought not consider poverty 
a crime.” The young evangelical clergyman St. 
John Rivers is a more conventionally religious fig- 
ure. However, Bronté portrays his religious aspect 
ambiguously. Jane calls him “a very good man,” 
yet she finds him cold and forbidding. In his de- 
termination to do good deeds (in the form of mis- 
sionary work in India), Rivers courts martyrdom. 
Moreover, he is unable to see Jane as a whole per- 
son, but views her as a helpmate in his proposed 
missionary work. Rochester is far less a perfect 
Christian. He is, indeed, a sinner: He attempts to 
enter into a bigamous marriage with Jane and, when 
that fails, tries to persuade her to become his mis- 
tress. He also confesses that he has had three pre- 
vious mistresses. In the end, however, he repents 
his sinfulness, thanks God for returning Jane to 
him, and begs God to give him the strength to lead 
a purer life. 


Atonement and Forgiveness 


Much of the religious concern in Jane Eyre has 
to do with atonement and forgiveness. Rochester is 
tormented by his awareness of his past sins and 
misdeeds. He frequently confesses that he has led 
a life of vice, and many of his actions in the course 
of the novel are less than commendable. Readers 
may accuse him of behaving sadistically in de- 
ceiving Jane about the nature of his relationship (or 
rather, non-relationship) with Blanche Ingram in 
order to provoke Jane’s jealousy. His confinement 
of Bertha may bespeak mixed motives. He is cer- 
tainly aware that in the eyes of both religious and 
civil authorities, his marriage to Jane before 
Bertha’s death would be bigamous. Yet, at the same 
time, he makes genuine efforts to atone for his be- 
havior. For example, although he does not believe 
that he is Adéle’s natural father, he adopts her as 
his ward and sees that she is well cared for. This 
adoption may well be an act of atonement for the 
sins he has committed. He expresses his self-dis- 
gust at having tried to console himself by having 
three different mistresses during his travels in Eu- 
rope and begs Jane to forgive him for these past 
transgressions. However, Rochester can only atone 
completely—and be forgiven completely—after 
Jane has refused to be his mistress and left him. 
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The destruction of Thornfield by fire finally re- 
moves the stain of his past sins; the loss of his right 
hand and of his eyesight is the price he must pay 
to atone completely for his sins. Only after this pur- 
gation can he be redeemed by Jane’s love. 


Search for Home and Family 

Without any living family that she is aware of 
(until well into the story), throughout the course of 
the novel Jane searches for a place that she can call 
home. Significantly, houses play a prominent part 
in the story. (In keeping with a long English tradi- 
tion, all the houses in the book have names.) The 
novel’s opening finds Jane living at Gateshead 
Hall, but this is hardly a home. Mrs. Reed and her 
children refuse to acknowledge her as a relation, 
treating her instead as an unwanted intruder and an 
inferior. 


Shunted off to Lowood Institution, a boarding 
school for orphans and destitute children, Jane finds 
a home of sorts, although her place here is am- 
biguous and temporary. The school’s manager, Mr. 
Brocklehurst, treats it more as a business than as 
school in loco parentis ( in place of the parent). His 
emphasis on discipline and on spartan conditions 
at the expense of the girls’ health make it the an- 
tithesis of the ideal home. 


Jane subsequently believes she has found a 
home at Thornfield Hall. Anticipating the worst 
when she arrives, she is relieved when she is made 
to feel welcome by Mrs. Fairfax. She feels genuine 
affection for Adéle (who in a way is also an or- 
phan) and is happy to serve as her governess. As 
her love for Rochester grows, she believes that she 
has found her ideal husband in spite of his eccen- 
tric manner and that they will make a home together 
at Thornfield. The revelation—as they are literally 
on the verge of marriage—that he is already legally 
married—brings her dream of home crashing 
down. Fleeing Thornfield, she literally becomes 
homeless and is reduced to begging for food and 
shelter. The opportunity of having a home presents 
itself when she enters Moor House, where the 
Rivers sisters and their brother, the Reverend St. 
John Rivers, are mourning the death of their father. 
(When the housekeeper at first shuts the door in 
her face, Jane has a dreadful feeling that “that an- 
chor of home ... was gone.”) She soon speaks of 
Diana and Mary Rivers as her own sisters, and is 
overjoyed when she learns that they are indeed her 
cousins. She tells St. John Rivers that learning that 
she has living relations is far more important than 
inheriting twenty thousand pounds. (She mourns 
the uncle she never knew. Earlier she was dis- 
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heartened on learning that Mrs. Reed told her un- 
cle that Jane had died and sent him away.) How- 
ever, St. John Rivers’ offer of marriage cannot 
sever her emotional attachment to Rochester. In an 
almost visionary episode, she hears Rochester’s 
voice calling her to return to him. The last chapter 
begins with the famous simple declarative sen- 
tence, “Reader, I married him,” and after a long se- 
ries of travails Jane’s search for home and family 
ends in a union with her ideal mate. 


Narrative 


Jane Eyre is written in the first person, and 
told from the viewpoint of its main character, Jane 
Eyre. As part of her first-person narrative, Bronté 
uses one of the oldest conventions in English fic- 
tion: this novel is allegedly a memoir written by a 
real woman named Jane Eyre and edited by Currer 
Bell (Charlotte Bronté’s pseudonym). (Indeed, the 
full title of the book is Jane Eyre: An Autobiogra- 
phy. As part of this convention, the narrator occa- 
sionally addresses the reader directly with the word 
“reader.”) Modern readers know, of course, that 
this is simply a convention, and accept it as such. 


Although the first-person viewpoint means that 
the narrative scope is somewhat restricted, at times 
the narrator of Jane Eyre seems more omniscient 
(aware and insightful) than a typical first-person 
narrator. Much of the action seems to unfold natu- 
rally. In part, this may be because the story is told 
in retrospect. That is, in Bronté’s narrative tech- 
nique, the action is not happening as it is being told, 
but has already happened. As in many traditional 
first-person narratives, the narrator in Jane Eyre de- 
scribes other characters astutely, both their exter- 
nal appearance and their inner personalities. There 
are also passages in which the narrator offers par- 
ticular observations and opinions about life—ob- 
servations and opinions that sometimes seem as if 
they are coming from the author. Yet the novel’s 
suspense relies on the fact that the narrator is not 
entirely omniscient—or at least on the fact that she 
does not reveal key information until the point in 
the chronology of events when Jane herself became 
aware of this information. For example, the narra- 
tive does not report that Rochester is married and 
that his wife is locked away upstairs until the mo- 
ment in the wedding ceremony when other char- 
acters come forth with this information. Similarly, 
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Jane lives with the Rivers for some time before she, 
and the reader, learn that they are her cousins. 


Setting 

The action of the book takes place in northern 
England sometime in the early-to mid-nineteenth 
century, and covers a span of about a dozen years. 
Bronté does not give specific year-dates for the in- 
cidents in the book, nor does she refer to contem- 
porary historical events. Scholars generally assume 
that Jane Eyre’s “autobiography” parallels Char- 
lotte Bronté’s life at the same age. Because the nar- 
rative frequently mentions specific months and sea- 
sons, the reader is rarely in doubt as to the exact 
time of year a particular incident is taking place. 
This precision helps give the book a more realistic 
feeling. 

Bronté uses a succession of several main set- 
tings—primarily, individual houses—for the plot’s 
action. She describes the settings vividly, thereby 
creating a particular atmosphere as well as giving 
the illusion of realism. Moreover, setting is used in 
a way that gives the novel structural unity and va- 
riety. Each setting or grouping of settings corre- 
sponds with a distinct phase of Jane Eyre’s life. 

Among the novel’s main settings are 
Gateshead Hall, the home of Jane’s aunt (by mar- 
riage), with whom the orphaned girl is living at the 
beginning of the book. At the age of ten, Jane is 
sent to Lowood Institution, a charity school for im- 
poverished orphans. From there, at age eighteen 
Jane goes to Thornfield Hall to serve as a gov- 
erness. When she learns the secret of Mr. 
Rochester’s marriage to Bertha, she flees across the 
moors to Moor House, where she is taken in by the 
Reverend St. John Rivers. Toward the end of the 
book she finds Mr. Rochester at his other home, 
Ferndean Manor—Thornfield having been de- 
stroyed in a fire set by Bertha during Jane’s ab- 
sence. 


Brontë does not use the real names of her lo- 
cations. However, scholars have identified a num- 
ber of real places as models for the settings in the 
book. Lowood Institution is believed to be based on 
the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge, in 
Yorkshire, which Brontë attended as a girl. Thorn- 
field Hall may be modeled on two different manor 
houses with which Brontë was familiar. The first, 
called Norton Conyers, is near the city of Ripon in 
North Yorkshire. North Lees Hall, a large, forbid- 
ding-looking stone manor house 1n Derbyshire, also 
seems to fit the description of Thornfield. In 1846 
Bronté spent three weeks in the village of Heather- 
sage, in Derbyshire, visiting her old school friend 
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Ellen Nussey. Just before Bronté left to return to 
her home at Haworth, Ellen’s brother, the local 
vicar, conducted a funeral service for a man named 
Thomas Eyre. The Eyre family was prominent in 
the area, and Bronté would most likely also have 
seen the name on various memorials in the church. 
North Lees Hall is nearby. Local history books re- 
count that the first mistress at North Lees Hall, one 
Agnes Ashurst, was insane and was kept locked in 
an upstairs room. This woman died in a fire, just as 
Bertha does in the novel. (There is a similar legend 
about Norton Conyers.) In this area, visible from 
the vicarage where Bronté stayed, is another manor 
house called Moorseats—believed to be the model 
for Moor House. 


Regardless of the factual bases of her settings, 
Bronté’s descriptions of these settings, and of the 
surrounding countryside, are always exceptionally 
vivid, These descriptions help the reader visualize 
the places where the action is taking place. They 
also create a particular mood and atmosphere. 
Bronté takes stock Gothic descriptive elements 
(clouds, moonlight, stormy weather, dark hallways) 
and gives them a particularity that transcends the 
limitations of the Gothic genre. 


Structure 

Addressing the reader at the beginning of chap- 
ter 11, Jane remarks that “‘a new chapter in a novel 
is something like a new scene in a play.” Jane Eyre 
is divided into thirty-eight chapters. More signifi- 
cantly, however, the novel can be seen in three dis- 
tinct parts. Each of these parts traces a pattern of 
conflict and resolution (or rather, until the work’s 
conclusion, partial resolution); Jane is faced with 
particular obstacles and opportunities. Running 
through each of these sections is Jane’s effort to 
find or establish a true home. 


The first part (comprised of chapters 1 through 
10), covers Jane’s childhood and schooling. These 
chapters are set at Gateshead Hall and at Lowood 
Institution. The major characters include Mrs. Reed 
and her children, Mr. Brocklehurst, Helen Burns, 
and Miss Temple. The main conflicts and incidents 
include Jane’s rebellion against Mrs. Reed and her 
friendship with the fatally ill Helen. 


Chapters 10 through 27 tell of Jane’s life as a 
governess at Thornfield Hall, where she falls in 
love with Edward Rochester. Apart from Jane her- 
self, Mr. Rochester is the central character in this 
section. Mrs. Fairfax, Adèle, Blanche Ingram, 
Grace Poole, Bertha Mason, and Mr. Mason also 
have significant roles. The dramatic action in this 
section centers on Jane’s growing love for Mr. 
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Rochester (and vice versa), Jane’s fear that 
Rochester will marry Blanche, and a series of 
strange incidents that occur at Thornfield. 


Finally, chapters 28 through the end of the 
book center of Jane’s life after she has fled Thorn- 
field. The action here takes place in the country- 
side and at Moor House and Moorton. The Rev- 
erend St. John Rivers is the other main character 
here, along with his two sisters. Although 
Rochester does not reappear until the end of the 
book, his presence remains significant in Jane’s 
mind. Dramatic highlights in this part of the novel 
include Jane’s attempt to find shelter, her uneasy 
relationship with Rivers, and her ultimate return to 


Mr. Rochester. Many readers and critics have found. 


this to be the weakest, most contrived part of the 
book. However, the events of this section serve to 
test Jane’s devotion to Rochester. When she returns 
to marry him at the end of the book, both charac- 
ters (and their circumstances) have evolved and 
matured from what they were at the time of their 
planned wedding in the second section. 


Gothicism 

Because of its powerful writing, and because 
of its concern with moral and social issues beyond 
the immediate plot, Jane Eyre 1s not generally con- 
sidered a Gothic novel as such. However, it makes 
use of many of the elements found in the Gothic 
genre popular in the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries, and critics sometimes place the 
work in the Gothic tradition. Horace Walpole’s The 
Castle of Otranto (1764), Ann Radcliffe’s The Mys- 
teries of Udolpho (1794), and M. G. Lewis’s The 
Monk (1796) are considered classic examples of 
this genre. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) 
also uses some Gothic elements, while Jane 
Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818) satirized the ex- 
cesses of the genre. 


Gothic literature and the Gothic tradition is 
identifiable by certain characteristics. Often writ- 
ten in overblown language, Gothic novels involve 
bizarre characters and melodramatic incidents. 
Menacing castles, decaying manor houses, and wild 
landscapes are frequently used as settings. The 
plots of these novels contain an element of the fan- 
tastic or the supernatural. There is usually a mood 
of mystery or suspense, and an innocent heroine is 
almost always threatened with some unspeakable 
horror. Additionally, unexplained events take place 
at night. 


Another characteristic of this genre is a hero 
who has led an adventurous, unconventional life 
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that makes him romantically attractive, but who 
also has a flaw (usually a terrible secret from his 
past) that cuts him off from respectable society or 
makes him socially unacceptable. The Gothic hero 
may be prone to violent outbursts, but he typically 
suffers from his awareness of his past actions. In 
real life, the British poet George Gordon, Lord By- 
ron (1788-1824), was often considered a model of 
the Gothic hero. (Indeed, the term “Byronic hero” 
is sometimes used to describe Mr. Rochester and 
other Gothic heroes.) For Bronté, her brother Bran- 
well also exhibited some of the characteristics as- 
sociated with a Gothic hero. 


In Jane Eyre, Mr. Rochester might be seen as 
a Gothic hero. However, Bronté has made him a 
rounded character, not a stereotype. His circum- 
stances are Gothic, but Bronté imbues them with a 
moral significance. Thornfield Hall might seem a 
Gothic residence, but apart from the mysterious 
presence of Grace Poole (who turns out to be be- 
nign if unattractive) and Bertha, it is a comfortable 
house. The facts surrounding Bertha’s presence at 
Thornfield are highly Gothic, as is Bertha herself. 
Again, however, she 1s not important in herself, but 
for what she represents. Other similarities to Gothic 
may be seen in Bertha’s attacks on Messrs. 
Rochester and Mason and her intrusion into Jane’s 
bedroom; the sudden interruption of Jane and Mr. 
Rochester’s wedding; Jane’s flight across the coun- 
tryside; the cold-hearted Reverend St. John Rivers; 
the destruction of Thornfield by fire; and the su- 
pernatural intervention of Jane hearing Rochester’s 
voice calling her back to him. 


Coincidence 

When critics point out the weaknesses of Jane 
Eyre, they almost always mention its use of unbe- 
lievable coincidence. Yet, by no means was Bronté 
the only major writer to use coincidence as a de- 
vice for advancing a novel’s plot. During the Vic- 
torian period, the use of coincidence for this pur- 
pose was very common, even among the greatest 
writers. It was an accepted literary convention of 
the period. The works of Charles Dickens, for ex- 
ample, are filled with coincidences that no one 
would believe today, yet Dickens’s books remain 
great works of literature. Thomas Hardy, who 
wrote later in the Victorian period, also has unbe- 
lievable coincidences occur in most of his novels. 


Of the coincidences in Jane Eyre, at least two 
have drawn critical comment. The first concerns 
the way in which Bertha’s brother, Mason, finds 
out about Jane’s impending marriage to Rochester. 
Mason, who lives in Jamaica, is in the wine trade. 
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So is Jane’s uncle John Eyre, who lives on the is- 
land of Madeira, several thousand miles away. Ear- 
lier, on his way back to Jamaica after his attack by 
Bertha, Mason happened to stop at Madeira and 
stayed with John Eyre, unaware of Mr. Eyre’s re- 
lation to Jane. When John Eyre mentions that his 
niece Jane is to marry a Mr. Rochester, Mason hur- 
ries back to England to stop the wedding. The sec- 
ond incredible coincidence concerns the way that 
Jane receives her inheritance and learns that the Ri- 
verses are her cousins. After Jane flees Thornfield 
and is penniless and on the verge of starvation, she 
is finally taken in by strangers—St. John Rivers 
and his two sisters. The Riverses nurture her back 
to health and provide her with lodging, friendship, 
and a position as a schoolmistress, but she does not 
tell them her real identity. One day St. John tells 
Jane that he has had a letter from a London attor- 
ney informing him that his uncle—John Eyre—has 
died and left a fortune to Jane Eyre. St. John de- 
duces that the young woman he has assisted is that 
very Jane, and Jane discovers that the very people 
who had helped her as a stranger are in fact her 
cousins. Both these coincidences strain the reader’s 
credibility, yet they are necessary in order to drive 
important developments in the plot. 


Symbolism and Imagery 


Jane Eyre is filled with imagery drawn from 
nature and the English countryside. Bronté uses this 
imagery to suggest her characters’ moral condition 
and state of mind. There are numerous references 
to weather and to the sky, in the form of storms, 
rain, clouds, and sun. At the very opening of the 
novel, Jane sets the scene by mentioning that “the 
cold winter wind” had brought with it “clouds so 
sombre, and a rain so penetrating.” The moon, too, 
appears frequently. There is a full moon on the 
night when Bertha attacks her brother, as there is 
on the night when Jane flees Thornfield. Later, St. 
John Rivers reads his Bible in the moonlight. Tree 
imagery is perhaps even more significant. Critic 
Mark Shorer has noted that “nearly every impor- 
tant scene in the development of the passion of 
Rochester and Jane Eyre takes place among trees— 
in an orchard, an arbor, a woods, a ‘leafy enclo- 
sure.’” Shortly after Jane has agreed to marry 
Rochester, he tells her that she looks “blooming.” 
After their wedding is interrupted, “the woods 
which twelve hours since waved leafy and fragrant 

. now spread, waste, wild and white as pine- 
forests in wintry Norway.” Ferndean, the house 
where the blind and maimed Rochester has gone 
after Thornfield is destroyed, is hidden by the 
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“thick and dark ... timber ... of the gloomy wood 
about it.” The house itself can scarcely be distin- 
guished from the trees; when Jane arrives there, she 
also notes that “there were no flowers, no garden- 
beds.” On their reunion, Rochester tells Jane that 
“T am no better than the old lightening-struck chest- 
nut-tree in Thornfield orchard.” Jane retorts that, 
on the contrary, he is “green and vigorous,” and 
tells him that “plants will grow about your roots ... 
because your strength offers them so safe a prop.” 


Historical Context 





Bronté’s England: The Social Context 
Jane Eyre is set in the north of England some- 
time in the first half of the nineteenth century. Dur- 
ing this period, British society was undergoing slow 
but significant change. Perhaps most apparent was 
the transition from a rural to an industrial economy. 
The Industrial Revolution had begun in Britain in 
the late 1700s, and by the time of Jane Eyre, it was 
running full steam. Although Charlotte Bronté 
wrote about some of the effects of the Industrial 
Revolution in her 1849 novel Shirley, she touches 
on three areas of social concern in Jane Eyre: ed- 
ucation, women’s employment, and marriage. 


Victorian attitudes toward education differed 
considerably from those prevalent in modern 
America. For one thing, the level of one’s school- 
ing was determined by social class and also by 
gender. At all levels of society and in virtually all 
levels of the education system, boys and girls were 
taught separately. The children of poor or working- 
class families were taught in local schools, such as 
the one in which Jane Eyre is a schoolmistress. 
Such children would rarely progress beyond learn- 
ing basic skills; most learning was by rote. Most of 
these children would have left school by their early 
teen years to work on farms or in factories; boys 
would often leave to join the army or navy. Upper- 
and upper-middle-class families, on the other hand, 
sought to enroll their sons in exclusive private 
schools (known paradoxically as public schools). 
In truth, however, conditions in these schools were 
often as harsh as those in schools for orphans and 
the poor such as Lowood Institution in Jane Eyre. 
But a public school education would serve as an 
entree into good society; the graduates of public 
schools staffed the higher ranks of government and 
the professions. Virtually all young men who went 
on to university (i.e., college) first attended public 
schools. Women were excluded from universities 
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Jane Eyre 


Compare 
& 
Contrast 


• 18405: Like other creative and intellectual pur- 
suits, novel writing is considered a male pre- 
serve. Women such as the Bronté sisters, George 
Eliot (Mary Ann Evans), and in France, George 
Sand (Amandine-Aurore Lucille Dupin), write 
under male pseudonyms in order to have their 
work taken seriously. 


Today: Many of the leading novelists in Britain 
are women, and they are regarded as the equals 
of their male counterparts. Major British women 
novelists include A. S. (Antonia) Byatt, P. D. 
(Phyllis) James, Iris Murdoch, and Muriel 
Spark. 


e 1840s: Many well-to-do families employed 
women as governesses to educate their children 
at home and to supervise children’s activities. 
By 1851, some twenty-five thousand women 
worked as governesses in Britain. Although be- 
ing a governess was regarded as respectable, op- 
portunites for governesses to move into other 
positions were limited. 


Today: Some young women take temporary 
jobs abroad as “au pairs,” supervising a family’s 
children in return for room, board, and wages. 
Although these jobs are low-paying, they allow 
young women to travel and gain life experience 
before going into another profession or contin- 
uing their education. 


e 1840s: A typical English governess or school 
teacher might make from fifteen to thirty pounds 


per year. 


Today: The standard salary for teachers in Eng- 
land rose to 420 pounds per week in 1995. 


¢ 1840s: Preschooling is virtually nonexistent. 


Today: Nearly two-thirds of three and four year 
olds in Britain attend nursery school. 


• 1847: College admission is limited to young 
men, most of whom come from the upper class. 


Today: Almost one out of every three teenagers 
goes on to college. Higher education is free for 
all students in Britain, therefore, young people 
do not have to work their way through college. 


e¢ 1840s: Haworth was a small, isolated hilltop 
town. Textile mills provided the local industry. 


Today: Haworth thrives on tourism, with more 
than 250,000 tourists visiting Haworth every 
year. Many tourists go to the Bronté Parsonage, 
which houses a museum displaying original 
manuscripts and drawings by Charlotte Bronté 
and her siblings. The museum also includes 
other interesting items, such as Charlotte’s wed- 
ding dress and her tiny gloves. 





Critical Overview 





When it was published in October, 1847, Jane 
Eyre attracted much attention, and the novel be- 
came an almost instant commercial success. So 
high was demand for the book that the publisher 
issued a second edition within three months, fol- 
lowed by a third edition in April, 1848. The influ- 
ential novelist William Makepeace Thackeray was 
one of Jane Eyre’s earliest admirers. He wrote to 
the publisher, saying that he was “exceedingly 
moved & pleased” by the novel. He also asked the 
publisher to express his admiration to the author. 
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Bronté subsequently dedicated the second edition 
of the book to Thackeray. 


Jane Eyre was reviewed in some of Britain’s 
leading newspapers and literary journals. Most 
early reviewers were enthusiastic. The Edinburgh 
Review pronounced it “a book of singular fascina- 
tion.” The critic for the London Times newspaper 
called it “a remarkable production” and noted that 
the story “stand[s] boldly out from the mass.” The 
Westminster Review noted that the book’s charac- 
ters were astonishingly lifelike. (However, a re- 
viewer in Spectator took the opposite view, saying 
that the characters did not behave like people in 
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real life.) Fraser’s Magazine gave a resounding en- 
dorsement and helped to spur sales by encouraging 
readers to “lose not a day in sending for it.” 


Contrary to this general praise, a handful of re- 
viewers professed to be shocked by the passions 
expressed in the novel. A writer in the Christian 
Remembrancer regarded the book as an attack on 
Christianity and an example of “moral Jacobin- 
ism.” Elizabeth Rigby (Lady Eastlake) denounced 
it in her unsigned notice in the Quarterly Review, 
calling it “pre-eminently an anti-Christian compo- 
sition” and an attack on the the English class sys- 
tem. Perhaps unconsciously echoing Mrs. Reed, 
she condemned the title character as “the personi- 
fication of an unregenerate and undisciplined 
spirit.” The identity of Jane Eyre’s author was still 
unknown, but Rigby commented that if it was a 
woman, she “had forfeited the society of her sex.” 
However, unknown to Bronté and to the public, the 
book received the ultimate Victorian seal of ap- 
proval: Queen Victoria privately referred to Jane 
Eyre as “that intensely interesting novel” and read 
it to Prince Albert. 


Of Bronté’s four novels, Jane Eyre has con- 
tinued to be the most popular and has received the 
most attention of critics and scholars. Writing in 
the mid-twentieth century, the critic M. H. Scargill 
noted in the University of Toronto Quarterly that 
Jane Eyre marked a turning point in the English 
novel, away from external concerns and toward 
personal experience. Scargill called the novel “a 
profound, spiritual experience” in which fiction ap- 
proaches the condition of poetry. Modern feminists 
see Jane Eyre as one of the first feminist novels. 
In her biography of Bronté, entitled The Brontés: 
Charlotte Bronté and Her Family, Rebecca Fraser 
remarks that it was “Charlotte’s protest against the 
stifling convention society imposed, which never 
allowed true feeling to be voiced.” However, 
Scargill notes that “Jane Eyre may speak for 
women, but it speaks also for all humanity....” 


Much discussion centers on just what makes 
Jane Eyre such a compelling work. Critics have 
noted that the book succeeds in spite of some ob- 
vious weaknesses, particularly its episodic struc- 
ture and a plot that in places defies credibility. In 
the hands of a less talented author than Bronté, the 
story might have amounted to little more than a 
conventional Gothic romance. What makes the 
work so memorable, say most modern critics, is the 
sharp delineation of the characters, the vivid real- 
ization of the settings, and the powerful theme of 
redemption through love. Mark Schorer is one critic 
who takes the book to task. “The action is pitted 


Volume 4 


Jane Eyre 
with implausibilities, indeed, absurdities,” notes 
Shorer, yet “somehow the whole of the novel is 
compelling and strong even though so much of it 
is composed of ... silly, feeble parts.” Ultimately, 
however, Schorer finds that this novel has a “vi- 
sionary quality” that makes it more akin to dramatic 
poetry than to conventional realistic fiction. Simi- 
larly, Margaret Lane, in her Introduction to “Jane 
Eyre”, remarks that “It is ... this rare capacity for 
emotional feeling, expressed in a singularly musi- 
cal, pure, and moving prose, which gives [Bronté] 
her unique place as a writer. Her prose is so com- 
pelling that it has at times an almost hypnotic qual- 
ity; we lose touch with our surroundings and are 
swept along on the strong current of her imagina- 
tion....” In a similar vein, Rebecca Fraser has ar- 
gued that while Bronté lacked the creative scope of 
Dickens, George Eliot, and Tolstoy, “the incan- 
descent power of her writing gives Jane Eyre ... a 
uniquely flavoured niche in the affections of the 
reading public.” The novel’s grip on the imagina- 
tion is further confirmed by the numerous film, 
television, and stage adaptations that have been 
produced over the years. A century and a half af- 
ter it was written, many readers of all ages continue 
to name Jane Eyre as one of their favorite novels. 


Criticism 





Arnold A. Markley 


In the following essay, Markley, an assistant 
professor of English at Pennsylvania State Uni- 
versity, provides an general overview of the many 
aspects of Jane Eyre, portraying the novel as 
unique, both for its time and even for contempo- 
rary literature. 


Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre was first pub- 
lished in England in October, 1847, and it made a 
huge splash among the Victorian reading public. 
The novel was subtitled, “An Autobiography,” and 
readers through the years have been charmed by 
the strong voice of the heroine who tells the story 
of her life. The narrator’s habit of addressing the 
reader directly throughout the book, making state- 
ments such as “Gentle reader, may you never feel 
what I then felt,” and “reader, forgive me for telling 
the plain truth!” are quite effective in drawing the 
reader into the action of the novel. 


Jane Eyre is a character whose strength and in- 
dividuality are remarkable for her times. As a 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Anne Bronté is the least well known of the three 
Bronté sister novelists. Written at the same time 
as Jane Eyre, her first novel, Agnes Grey (1847), 
is the story of an unhappy governess. Her sec- 
ond novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), 
is considered a more ambitious and passionate 
work. Charlotte Bronté was disturbed by Anne’s 
depiction of the heroine’s alcoholic husband, 
who was based on Branwell Bronté. 


e The Life of Charlotte Bronté, by Elizabeth 
Gaskell, was comissioned by Reverend Patrick 
Bronté just after Charlotte’s death and was orig- 
inally published in 1857. Gaskell, one of the 
best-known English novelists of her time, had 
met Charlotte in 1850, and the two became close 
friends. Gaskell’s frank biography caused some 
controversy and passages were cut from it in 
subsequent editions. However, the first edition 
of the work remains in print and is today con- 
sidered a classic of English literary biography. 


e The poetry of Charlotte Brontë is represented in 
a modern Everyman edition of the Brontés’ Se- 
lected Poems, along with poems by Emily, 
Anne, and Branwell Brontë. Published in 1985, 
this edition was edited by Juliet Barker, curator 
and librarian of the Brontë Parsonage Museum 
in Haworth. Barker is also the author of a fam- 
ily biography, The Brontës. 





e The Brontës (1969), by Phyllis Bentley, is an il- 
lustrated biography of the three Brontë sister- 
authors (Charlotte, Emily, and Anne) in Thames 
and Hudson’s “Literary Lives” series. This book 
is especially good in depicting the conditions in 
which Charlotte Brontë lived, and in relating the 
places where she lived to her life and work. 


e Readers have noted some similarities between 
Jane Eyre and Daphne du Maurier’s classic 
1938 romantic suspense novel Rebecca. A 
young woman recounts the early days of her 
marriage to a wealthy widower, Maxim de Win- 
ter. The first Mrs. de Winter—Rebecca—died 
mysteriously, and her memory casts a chilling 
spell over large English manor house where the 
new Mrs. de Winter has come to live. 


e Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) is a novel by Jean 
Rhys that might be considered a “prequel” to 
Jane Eyre. In this novel, Rhys imagines the life 
of young Edward Rochester and the first Mrs. 
Rochester in Jamaica some years before the ac- 
tion of Jane Eyre. 


> Brontë (1996) is a novel by Glyn Hughes, a 
young British writer who lives in West York- 
shire. The book is a fictional account of the in- 


ner and outer lives of the members of the Brontë 
family, including Charlotte. 





model for women readers in the Victorian period 
and throughout the twentieth century to follow, 
Jane Eyre encouraged them to make their own 
choices in living their lives, to develop respect for 
themselves, and to become individuals. But the 
early readers of Jane Eyre were not all charmed by 
the heroine’s bold personality. Many readers ob- 
jected to the novel because they felt that it was “un- 
Christian,” taking offense at Bronté’s often bitter 
attacks on certain aspects of religion and the church 
in contemporary England. The character of Mr. 
Brocklehurst, for example, a deeply religious but 
highly hypocritical figure, was based on a well- 
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known clergyman alive at the tume, and many read- 
ers recognized the characterization right away. 


Other Victorian readers felt that the novel was 
“coarse” because it addresses issues and incidents 
that were not “proper” for a female narrator to dis- 
cuss. When Edward Rochester tells Jane of his past 
history with women, for example, and his possible 
fathering of Adéle Varens, many readers found it 
highly improper to imagine a man speaking of such 
matters to a young girl of eighteen. Moreover, Mr. 
Rochester’s plans to marry Jane even though he 
was married already was a rather shocking situa- 
tion for a novel to explore. Many readers believed 
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that the writer of the novel was a man, not able to 
imagine that a woman could possibly write such a 
story. Bronté’s use of the pen-name, “Currer Bell” 
encouraged this assumption for some time. Many 
women writers like Bronté chose to publish under 
a man’s name because publishers, critics, and read- 
ers were much more likely to respond well to a 
work by a man, and because the general belief was 
that it was improper for ladies to write at all. 


The issue of female independence is central to 
Jane Eyre. Much of the strength of Jane’s charac- 
ter comes directly from Brontë who was able to 
voice a lot of her own thoughts and feelings con- 
cerning the life of women in the nineteenth cen- 
tury. Additionally, Brontë based a fair amount of 
the material in the story on actual events from her 
own family’s life. The Lowood School, for exam- 
ple, is closely based on an actual boarding school 
for the daughters of clergymen that Brontë and sev- 
eral of her sisters attended as children. Her depic- 
tion of the horrors of life in such a place is not ex- 
aggerated; the conditions were such that two of 
Bronté’s sisters died from illnesses they contracted 
while living at the school. 


In the nineteenth century women had far less 
personal freedom, and there were few options avail- 
able for them to support themselves outside of 
choosing to marry and raise children. Jane’s work 
aS a governess represents one of the only re- 
spectable ways in which a woman could employ 
herself if she lacked personal wealth. Even so, gov- 
егпеѕѕеѕ were typically treated only a little better 
than servants, as seen when Mr. Rochester brings 
his wealthy houseguests to Thornfield and they dis- 
dain to interact with Jane at all. 


Many readers have noted the strong relation- 
ship between Jane Eyre’s story and fairy tales. Her 
descriptions of her early life are very similar to the 
story of “Cinderella,” for example. Her aunt, Mrs. 
Reed, is akin to the archetypal evil stepmother, and 
Jane is mistreated while the other children of the 
house are indulged in every way. The story of 
Jane’s relationship with Mr. Rochester also reflects 
a few details of the story of “Beauty and the Beast.” 
Mr. Rochester 1s, after all, described as a rather un- 
attractive man with a gruff exterior, yet Jane grad- 
ually grows to love him despite his exterior, much 
as Beauty grows to love the Beast. 


Despite the story’s roots in traditional fairy 
tales, however, it is quite modern and unusual in 
its description of a woman’s search for self and for 
the life of her choice. Sandra Gilbert has discussed 
the novel as the story of a woman’s coming of age 
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that is accomplished through several important psy- 
chological stages. The story begins with Jane’s first 
home, the Reeds’ Gateshead, where Jane learns to 
stand up for herself when she is wrongfully accused 
of being a liar and a bad child. The story then moves 
to the grim setting of the Lowood School where 
Jane gains an education and “becomes a lady” as 
her old nurse Bessie declares when she visits Jane 
at the end of chapter 10. Here she is given the model 
of the saintly Miss Temple, and here she encoun- 
ters the equally saintly Helen Burns, who responds 
to her irrational abuse at the hands of Miss 
Scatcherd with calm acceptance. Helen is in many 
ways a model Christian who always turns the other 
cheek, but Jane cannot respond to such treatment 
in the same way, and her resolve to demand fair 
treatment in her life is solidified by her relation- 
ship with Helen. 


Jane then moves on to a new life at Thornfield, 
whose name suggests some degree of the troubles 
she will endure there before fleeing to a new chap- 
ter in her life with the Rivers family at Moor House, 
or Marsh End, which Gilbert sees as the end of 
Jane’s journey to adulthood, and where she finally 
finds a family to replace the awful Reeds of her 
childhood. Finally, Jane chooses to return to Mr. 
Rochester, at a new place, Ferndean, hidden deep 
in the woods. Ferndean represents a separation 
from the rest of society which is appropriate, since 
her relationship with Mr. Rochester is to be a new 
kind of relationship—one between equals, and 
based on spiritual love, a concept of marriage quite 
unusual for its time. 


One of the most unusual aspects of Jane Eyre 
is the depiction of Jane’s relationship with Mr. 
Rochester. From the beginning, the novel defies 
contemporary conventions of the romance in its 
emphasis on Jane as a plain woman, lacking the 
physical beauty which usually characterized fic- 
tional heroines. As mentioned previously, Mr. 
Rochester is also described as being physically un- 
attractive, dark, and sullen. At one point soon af- 
ter their meeting, Mr. Rochester asks Jane if she 
finds him attractive, and she surprises him and the 
reader with a firm “No.” Jane and Mr. Rochester’s 
early conversations also progress in unusual ways; 
characteristically with his questioning her in terms 
of her beliefs and opinions, and her honest, if re- 
strained, answers to his unusual questions. As the 
relationship progresses, Mr. Rochester tests Jane 
more and more. His first test is with statements de- 
sired to provoke a certain response. Then he tests 
her with his manipulative disgutse as the old gypsy 
woman to try to discover her feelings for him, and 


7 9 


Jane Eyre 

with his cruel manner of proposing marriage by 
first allowing Jane to believe that he intends to 
marry Blanche Ingram. If Jane is not the typical 
Victorian heroine, Mr. Rochester is certainly not 
the typical Victorian hero. 


In addition to these unusual conversations, 
Bronté gives readers a number of glimpses of Jane 
and Mr. Rochester in various positions that are un- 
usual for literary depictions of Victorian couples. 
For example, we frequently see her, a small girl, 
giving physical support to the older and stalwart 
Mr. Rochester. When he falls off of his horse upon 
first seeing Jane, it is Jane who helps Mr. 
Rochester. When Mr. Rochester’s bedroom 1s set 
aflame, Jane rescues him. Later, when he is 
shocked to learn of Mr. Mason’s arrival at Thorn- 
field after the gypsy incident, Jane is there for him. 
And at the end, when he is crippled and blind 
Rochester depends entirely on Jane to guide him. 
Moreover, when Mr. Rochester finally does pro- 
pose marriage to her, Jane reacts with restraint and 
strongly refuses his wishes to give her jewels and 
fine new clothes. 


Jane is able to gain a new perspective on her 
relationship with Mr. Rochester when she meets 
her cousin, St. John Rivers. Unlike Mr. Rochester, 
Rivers is a strikingly attractive man, but Jane finds 
his piety and coldness very unattractive. As cruel 
Mr. Brocklehurst tried to control Jane by telling her 
that bad girls go to hell, Rivers gradually begins to 
impose his will on Jane by using religion to sub- 
due her, telling her that she will deny God if she 
does not accept his proposal of marriage and ac- 
company him as a missionary to India. Just as she 
is about to break under the strain of this latest male 
oppressor, Jane psychically hears Mr. Rochester’s 
voice calling her back to him. 


Another fascinating aspect of Jane Eyre is Mr. 
Rochester’s mad wife, Bertha Mason Rochester. 
Some critics, including Sandra Gilbert, interpret 
Bertha as a double of Jane—tepresenting her “dark 
side” in psychological terms. Bertha can be said to 
represent Jane’s anger and rage at society’s at- 
tempts to control her and imprison her in a partic- 
ular role. Perhaps Bertha’s imprisonment at Thorn- 
field can be related to the horrible fear of 
imprisonment that Jane suffered at being shut up 
in the terrifying red room at the Reeds’ house as a 
child. Moreover, Bertha appears or is heard laugh- 
ing at times that mark developments in the rela- 
tionship between Jane and Mr. Rochester. She even 
acts out at least one of Jane’s unconscious wishes 
when she comes into Jane’s room on the night be- 
fore Jane’s wedding and rips up the wedding veil 
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that Jane felt uncomfortable about wearing. Many 
readers feel that the treatment of the pathetic Bertha 
in the novel undercuts any effort on the author’s 
part to provide an encouraging story for women in 
presenting Jane as a woman who insists on her own 
independence. The novelist Jean Rhys reacted to 
the novel in this way, and responded by writing her 
own “prequel” to Jane Eyre, entitled Wide Sar- 
gasso Sea (1966), in which she develops Bertha’s 
own personal story, and the story of her relation- 
ship with Edward Rochester before the events of 
Jane Eyre. 


All in all, Jane Eyre is the story of an unusual 
woman who finds a family, who finds a lover, and 
who finds herself in a world that has not made her 
growing into adulthood an easy process in any way. 
Jane progresses from being an unwanted member 
of a cruel family of cousins who are forced to help 
her, to finding the ideal family of cousins in the Ri- 
verses, who she is able to help when she comes into 
her inheritance from her uncle John. It is this in- 
heritance that gives Jane the freedom to make her 
own choices and to choose never to be dependent 
on anyone again. But the choice she makes is to re- 
turn to the man she loves, who, chastened by his 
symbolic injuries in the burning of his old home 
and freed from his earlier marriage by the death of 
his first wife, is at last able to enter into the kind 
of spiritual relationship of equality that Jane desires 
as an independent woman and a strong woman who 
has always managed to remain true to herself. 


Source: Arnold A. Markley, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Frederick L. Ashe 


In the following excerpt, Ashe follows Jane’s 
deprived childhood experiences and connects them 
to her relationship with Rochester later in life. 


Critics have traditionally endowed the heroine 
and eponym of Charlotte Bronté’s romantic mas- 
terwork, Jane Eyre, with a prodigious free will. Ac- 
cording to various commentators, Jane draws on 
her knowledge either of good and evil or of her 
own nature in choosing between a series of con- 
ventional literary oppositions—treason and passion, 
absolute and relative morality, and, finally, love 
without marriage and marriage without love. Such 
a reading, however, judges the actions of Jane the 
young woman without allowing for the extraordi- 
nary childhood forces that largely determine her 
adult personality, thus essentially ignoring the first 
quarter of the novel. While many have celebrated 
Bronté’s carefully wrought description of her pro- 
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tagonist’s first eighteen years for its vivid pathos, 
no one has as yet accorded this childhood its de- 
served weight in the novel’s ultimate resolution. 
When viewed from the vantage of modern child 
psychology, Jane’s background—ten years spent at 
Gateshead barren of affection or adult encourage- 
ment, and eight years at Lowood School marked 
by severe physical privations, public humiliations, 
and exposure to the cheerless philosophy of Helen 
Burns—can only exempt Bronté’s heroine from 
common standards of morality or human incentive. 
The Jane Eyre who emerges from this past of in- 
justice and mental depression is an odd mixture of 
pride and insecurity. She is saddled with a tena- 
cious pessimism concerning her prospects for hap- 
piness, and it 1s this mentality against which she 
must struggle, and this over which she triumphs in 
the end. 


It is hard to imagine anyone learned enough to 
read Jane Eyre who would consider her first ten 
years emotionally healthful ones. Orphaned in her 
first year, Jane is given up to her resentful Aunt 
Reed, whose husband (Jane’s mother’s brother) 
also dies within the year. Jane’s life to age ten is 
one of ostracism by the Reed family and unrelent- 
ing anxiety over the chidings of the servants, the 
violence of her cousin John Reed, and the punish- 
ments and beratings of Mrs. Reed. Though we as 
readers do not meet Jane until her tenth year, we 
may deduce from Mrs. Reed’s deathbed admission 
that Jane’s situation has been destitute since in- 
fancy—‘TI hated it the first time I set my eyes on 
it—a sickly, whining, pining thing”—and her dec- 
laration that her children could never bear to be 
friendly to Jane. The older Jane, who narrates the 
novel, makes a characteristically self-deprecating 
excuse for the Reeds’ behavior, claiming, “I know 
that had I been a sanguine, brilliant, careless, ex- 
acting, handsome, romping child—though equally 
dependent and friendless—Mrs. Reed would have 
endured my presence more complacently.” But we 
cannot admit this statement as “the more sober 
judgment of the mature Jane, that as a child she 
brought much of her punishment upon herself.” For 
a child in such circumstances as Jane’s at 
Gateshead to develop the traits that the “mature 
Jane” enumerates would be unimaginable. 


Susan D. Bernstein, in [“Madam Mope: The 
Bereaved Child in Bronté’s Jane Eyre], uses 
Bronté’s depiction of childhood in Jane Eyre to il- 
lustrate the effects of grief and loss on children. 
Bernstein concentrates or the novel’s first few 
chapters, which describe a typical afternoon of 
melancholy and exclusion for the ten-year-old Jane, 
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culminating in her traumatic banishment to the Red 
Room—which Jane has supposed to be haunted 
since her uncle died there years earlier—for de- 
fending herself against an attack by her John. The 
medical implications of the Red Room incident run 
perhaps even deeper than Bernstein allows, as 
Jane’s emotional reaction provides a textbook ex- 
ample of mental depression. Jane in this scene quite 
clearly demonstrates five of the eight identifiable 
symptoms of adult or child depression cited by the 
American Psychiatric Association. First, she man- 
ifests a loss of appetite in her inability to eat either 
the night she is locked in the Red Room or the fol- 
lowing day. Secondly, she 1s unable to sleep: “For 
me, the watches of that long night passed in ghastly 
wakefulness.” Third, she displays a lack of inter- 
est in usual activities, as she is unable to muster 
enthusiasm over her favorite engraved dinner plate 
or over Gulliver’s Travels. Fourth, Jane experi- 
ences feelings of guilt and worthlessness: “All said 
I was wicked, and perhaps I might be so.” Finally, 
Jane indulges in suicidal fantasy in her thoughts of 
forsaking food or drink. It is now widely agreed 
that most childhood disorders can be traced to ei- 
ther a faulty relationship with the child’s parents or 
to anxiety-provoking experiences that the child 
cannot understand. Aside from the antagonistic re- 
lationship with her guardian, the ghost in the Red 
Room constitutes for Jane a frightening experience, 
and as an older narrator she attributes to the inci- 
dent “some fearful pangs of mental suffering.” 


Only hope enables human beings to endure 
such adverse conditions as those Jane endures at 
Gateshead, and it is the hope of leaving the Reeds 
that revives Jane’s spirits following her fright in the 
Red Room. This initial experience with hope, how- 
ever, proves a negative one; the young Jane is learn- 
ing early the futility of optimism. The change that 
delivers her from Gateshead is a move to Lowood 
School, where onto her life of emotional privation 
is grafted one of physical hardship. At a critical 
stage in her development Jane is subjected to se- 
vere cold and near starvation, conditions that claim 
the lives of many of her classmates. Her bad luck 
with adults remains constant as well, as she is al- 
most immediately singled out in front of her class- 
mates by Mr. Brocklehurst, the school’s headmas- 
ter. Brocklehurst christens Jane a deceitful child, 
and warns her classmates to “shun her example: if 
necessary, avoid her company, exclude her from 
your sports, and shut her out from your converse.” 
Lowood school can be seen as Brocklehurst’s pro- 
ject for infusing orphan girls with an ascetic ab- 
horrence of worldly pleasures, and the fire-and- 
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brimstone religion he imposes proves ideal for in- 
stilling in his pupils a sense of fear and guilt about 
happiness on earth. 

At Lowood Jane also meets Helen Burns, a 
character whose acceptance of fate has led critics to 
read her as a positive model for Jane. But while He- 
len’s calm stoicism later helps Jane to accept hard- 
ship, it does little to prepare her for human happi- 
ness. Helen lives only for death and the reunion it 
will bring with her savior. Her reliance on “an in- 
visible world and a kingdom of spirits” may signify 
a venerable religious faith, but it also serves as a 
defense mechanism against the sufferings she has 
found life to hold for an orphan child. Jane finds 
“an alloy of inexpressible sadness” in Helen’s 
stance—only as Helen dies does Jane see her happy. 
To Jane, Helen’s death represents yet another de- 
feat of hope, as it cuts short what would have been 
Jane’s first real friendship. Jane longs for happiness 
in this life, and Helen Burns provides one more af- 
firmation that such longing is for naught. 

Although Jane does finally find friendship and 
encouragement at Lowood in the person of Miss 
Temple, it is not enough to counteract the effects 
of her gloomy childhood. Miss Temple is rarely 
able to abate the physical severity of the school, 
and nothing can erase the damage wrought by 
Jane’s miserable first decade. The Jane of Lowood 
is the product of an absolute lack of love and af- 
fection, qualities critical to the healthy develop- 
ment of a growing child. While Bronté seemed to 
sense this truth, modern child psychology has cod- 
ified it. A loving family atmosphere and a favor- 
able emotional climate in the home are today 
widely held to be the most important factors in the 
healthy mental development of the growing child. 
Parents or adult guardians who deprive their chil- 
dren of warmth or affection risk having their child 
become withdrawn and depressed, and, like Jane, 
devoid of any sense of optimism or security. More- 
over, such overstrictness as Jane suffers at the 
hands of Mrs. Reed and Mr. Brocklehurst is today 
seen as a major source of childhood anxiety and 
low self-esteem, qualities which well describe the 
Jane Eyre of Gateshead and Lowood. 


Not only does Jane’s early life provide an ac- 
curate portrayal of childhood depression, but the 
subsequent emotional development of Bronté’s 
character possesses astonishing psychological 
verisimilitude as the natural extension of a rocky 
youth. John Bowlby has done extensive work in the 
area of childhood loss of or separation from the 
mother, and has determined such events to have a 
profound effect in later life. Bowlby claims that the 


182 


most important factor in the development of 
mental health is the infant or young child’s “warm, 
intimate, and continuous relationship with his 
mother or a permanent mother-substitute—one 
who steadily ‘mothers’ him.” The effects of an un- 
satisfactory maternal relation, such as Jane’s with 
her Aunt Reed, may extend to the child’s later ca- 
pacity to make and sustain relationships with oth- 
ers. Jane’s pessimism is, moreover, a natural result 
of her maltreatment by the Reeds, who reinforced 
in her the notion of her own inadequacy and unlov- 
ability, a notion, says Bowlby, that may lead the 
child when grown to develop “a model of attach- 
ment figures as likely to be unavailable, or reject- 
ing,” and will likely “confirm in [her] the belief 
that any effort [she] might make to remedy [her] 
situation would be doomed to failure.” Jane Eyre 
bears out this observation. The mature Jane’s need 
for romantic love is matched by her assurance that 
such love does not exist for her. 


This is not to suggest that Charlotte Bronté was 
versed in psychological literature, or that Jane Eyre 
is a calculated illustration of how an abnormal 
childhood might affect one’s later development. 
Bronté’s understanding of the Bowlby pattern was 
an experiential one, and, literature being the out- 
growth of an author’s imagination and experience, 
it is not surprising that Jane Eyre should follow that 
pattern. While the critic is well-advised to retain a 
degree of skepticism towards the narrative patterns 
necessarily imposed by biographers on the retriev- 
able facts of their subjects’ lives, and while one must 
be careful when using biographical evidence not to 
reduce imaginative art to mere mimesis, readers 
cannot ignore the verifiable pattern of Bronté’s life 
in interpreting Jane Eyre, which was originally sub- 
titled An Autobiography and was published under a 
pseudonym. The most basic facts of Bronté’s life 
reveal a history of loss quite similar to Jane’s, and 
it is safe to assume from her later correspondence 
that Bronté responded to her experience by devel- 
oping a pessimistic attitude towards her own 
prospects, an attitude her biographers have charac- 
terized variously as a “lack of hope” and a “skepti- 
cal incredulity about good fortune.” ... 


Jane’s habitual mistrust of good fortune man- 
ifests itself perhaps most strongly when she finds 
herself developing amorous feelings toward 
Rochester. She refuses to succumb to her will be- 
cause she cannot imagine his returning the love— 
she cannot allow for a happy ending. In her con- 
viction that “sense would resist delirium: judgment 
would warn passion,” Jane endeavors to punish her 
own presumptuousness by juxtaposing an idealized 
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bust of Blanche Ingram with an unflattering por- 
trait of herself—a constant reminder that Rochester 
could never love “a Governess, disconnected, poor, 
and plain.” In this poignant scene Jane berates her- 
self violently for her own giddy idealism. A more 
optimistic character with a more realistic self-im- 
age could not but read Rochester’s many signs of 
affection, and accept his inability to love the 
haughty Blanche. But Jane refuses any insight that 
favors herself, and as a result she suffers greatly 
before Rochester’s proposal. 


The proposal again piques Jane’s mistrust. Af- 
ter her characteristic initial response—‘T was silent: 
I thought he mocked me”—she tempers her bliss 
by insisting on casting the future in the most un- 
flattering light. Her response upon hearing pro- 
nounced for the first time the name “Jane 
Rochester” is consistent with her refusal to accept 
joy: “The feeling, the announcement sent through 
me, was something stronger than was consistent 
with joy—something that smote and stunned: it 
was, I think, almost fear.” It is the pessimist—the 
product of Gateshead, where human attention 
meant criticism, and of Lowood, where life was 
taught as a struggle and where Jane’s first friend 
died only months after they met—who says to 
Rochester: 


“It can never be, sir; it does not sound likely. Human 
beings never enjoy complete happiness in this world. 
I was not born for a different destiny to the rest of 
my species: to imagine such a lot befalling me is a 
fairy tale—a daydream ... for a little while you will 
perhaps be as you are now,—a very little while; and 
then you will turn cool; and then you will be capri- 
cious; and then you will be stern, and ĮI shall have 
much ado to please you: but when you get well used 
to me, you will perhaps like me again,—like me, I 
say, not love me. I suppose your love will effervesce 
in six months, or less.” It is fitting that a Bronté char- 
acter will not view even her opportunity to marry the 
man she loves as more than a new servitude. 


Jane’s refusal during the courtship to be pam- 
pered or flattered does not betoken pride, but in- 
stead a belief that she does not deserve to be treated 
well. Her incredulity is stoked both by Bertha 
Rochester’s mysterious pre-nuptial antics and by 
her own portentous dreams. As she awaits 
Rochester’s return on the night before the wedding, 
she muses, “I feared my hopes were too bright to 
be realized; and I had enjoyed so much bliss lately 
that I imagined my fortune had passed its merid- 
ian, and must now decline.” Jane still sees happi- 
ness as a fluke, which will always be ephemeral. 
In this instance such does indeed prove to be the 
case, and when Rochester’s first marriage and his 
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technically bigamous intent are exposed, Jane is 
patently unsurprised. She blames herself for her 
shattered hopes, and instantly forgives Rochester. 
“Real affection, it seemed, he could not have for 
me; it had only been fitful passion, that was balked; 
he would want me no more. I should fear even to 
cross his path now: my view must be hateful to 
him. Oh, how blind had been my eyes! How weak 
my conduct.” Her pithy declaration as she leaves 
Rochester, “we are born to strive and endure,” sums 
up the philosophy that Gateshead and Lowood have 
fostered. Jane’s every adult decision has been bi- 
ased by the belief that the happiest alternative al- 
ways is the least realistic. 


Jane’s departure from Thornfield marks a new 
stage in her psychic development. She exhibits a 
sustaining pride during her destitute wanderings on 
the way to Moor House, and even allows herself to 
believe that the horrible fate of wandering penni- 
less and friendless through the countryside is not 
for her. In Diana and Mary Rivers she finally meets 
two people whose company she can enjoy. When 
a genealogical quirk brings her a large inheritance, 
she views it as something that will have only pos- 
itive effects. It is during this year that Jane begins 
psychologically to outgrow the effects of her child- 
hood—to realize that life can be at least pleasant, 
even for her. But she still has one obstacle to over- 
come. 


Though Jane learns at Moor House that life can 
be bearable, she also realizes that it cannot be happy 
unless she spends it with Rochester. St. John 
Rivers’ pragmatic proposal to marry Jane and take 
her along for missionary work in India awakens in 
the heroine a struggle between her natural pes- 
simism and her deep-rooted desire for Rochester 
and happiness in England. We never believe that 
Jane would be happy in India, but her guilty sense 
of religious duty coupled with her doubts about 
happiness in England come quite close to making 
her accept Rivers’ proposal. Towards the novel’s 
end Jane’s inner battle gathers in narrative inten- 
sity, climaxing in her famous discernment of 
Rochester’s mystical voice in the night. This voice 
represents a triumph of Jane’s true desires. She 
truly wants to be with Rochester, and she truly be- 
lieves that “the best things the world has” are the 
“domestic endearments and household joys” that 
she might enjoy as Mrs. Rochester. The voice she 
hears convinces Jane to reject Rivers and a pes- 
simistic sacrifice of future happiness, and to gam- 
ble on recovering Rochester and bliss. The voice 
represents the defeat of the pessimist in Jane Eyre. 
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By ignoring the deterministic role of Jane’s 
childhood and her adult struggle against it, tradi- 
tional criticism has in essence reduced Jane Eyre 
to the status of a clever vehicle for the restatement 
of conventional literary formulas. To see the adult 
Jane as the crippled but determined product of an 
unhealthy childhood is to re-establish the novel as 
the very plausible portrait of a full human life. 
Jane’s happy ending must not be viewed merely as 
a proper or improper choice between right and 
wrong, but as the resolution of an intense psycho- 
logical drama, wherein the degree of free will 
needed to make such a happy choice is finally at- 
tained. 
Source: Frederick L. Ashe, “Jane Eyre: The Quest for Op- 


timism,” in Studies in the Novel, Summer, 1988, pp. 121- 
30. 


Maria Yuen 


In the following excerpt, Yuen demonstrates 
how Jane refuses to accept that she is socially and 
sexually inferior to Rochester and others because 
of her class situation and gender. 


When Jane is emancipated from the thraldom 
of her aunt’s family, she moves on to a larger so- 
cial unit, the community of Lowood, exchanging 
moral oppression for the religious oppression of 
Mr. Brocklehurst. But Jane has by now built up her 
defenses: “I stood lonely enough, but to that feel- 
ing of isolation I was accustomed: it did not op- 
press me much.” By nature antipathic to Brockle- 
hurst’s hypocritical Evangelicalism, Jane 15 
nevertheless drawn towards two other representa- 
tives of religion at Lowood. Helen Burns represents 
a Christian ideal that Jane admires but does not as- 
pire to. Jane, with her intense awareness of self and 
her fierce sense of justice, could never adopt He- 
len’s attitude of resignation and forgiveness. Again, 
with her passionate longing for life, Jane could not 
subscribe to Helen’s calm acceptance of death. 
Miss Temple, on a more human level, embodies the 
religion of love, goodness and kindness which pro- 
vides the inspiration and motivation for Jane 
through her eight years at Lowood. But with the 
departure of Miss Temple, all Jane’s old hunger for 
life, for experience returns in force: “I tired of the 
routine of eight years in one afternoon. I desired 
liberty; for liberty I gasped ... For change, stimu- 
lus.” “I longed to go where there was life and move- 
ment.” Jane is formed not for religion, but for love. 
Her repressed nature now reasserts itself as she pre- 
pares to embark on a new adventure in life. 
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Jane’s world is an even smaller one than Mag- 
gie’s [Tulliver’s in George Eliot’s novel The Mill 
on the Floss|—she progresses from a barely toler- 
ated dependent in a household of unloving rela- 
tives, through a charity child in a charity institu- 
tion among similarly deprived children, to a 
governess of a foreign born child of questionable 
birth in a strange environment, Thornfield. The first 
two main phases of Jane’s life are spent almost ex- 
clusively in the two houses or establishments— 
Gateshead Hall and Lowood—which form the 
background for her early development. Through 
these experiences and vicissitudes Jane’s personal- 
ity becomes more and more withdrawn, so that 
from the solitary child she grows into the “quaint, 
quiet, grave” young woman whose cool exterior 
nevertheless conceals “a heart hungering for affec- 
tion [suggests Kathleen Tillotson in her book Nov- 
els of the Eighteen-Forties, 1956].” It is [as Eliot 
writes in, The Mill on the Floss] “this need of love, 
this hunger of the heart” that precipitates the emo- 
tional and moral crisis in the novel. 


Jane Eyre’s dilemma is very much like George 
Eliot’s own-——whether to live with Rochester as his 
unmarried wife or sever all relations with him—and 
George Eliot’s strong condemnation of Jane’s re- 
nunciation is understandable. Perhaps a quotation 
from George Eliot’s own novel will throw light on 
her reaction to Jane’s decision. Near the end of The 
Mill on the Floss, in a passage that comes nearest 
to George Eliot’s own conception of the moral prob- 
lem at the heart of the novel, we find this authorial 
comment: “Moral judgements must remain false 
and hollow unless they are checked and enlightened 
by a perpetual reference to the special circumstances 
that mark the individual lot.” This is central to 
George Eliot’s notion of morality and explains in 
large measure her censure of Jane Eyre. George 
Eliot obviously thinks that Jane’s “special circum- 
stances” justify a defiance of conventional morality 
and social laws. Her dissatisfaction arises from what 
she interprets as Jane’s misplaced good faith and 
good intentions. What George Eliot fails to see is 
that Jane’s renunciation of Rochester is made not in 
the interests of a law, diabolical or not, but in self- 
interest. And the motivation of Jane’s action is not 
self-sacrifice, but rather self-protection. 


Rochester tries to appeal to Jane’s judgement 
of the balance of consequences: 


Is it better to drive a fellow-creature to despair than 
to transgress a mere human law, no man being in- 
jured by the breach?—for you have neither relatives 
nor acquaintances whom you need fear to offend by 
living with me. 
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Jane is almost convinced as she tries to reason 
within herself: 
Think of his misery; think of his danger; look at his 
state when left alone; remember his headlong nature: 
consider the recklessness following on despair— 
soothe him; save him; love him; tell him you love 


him and will be his. Who in the world cares for you? 
or who will be injured by what you do? 


And then comes the reply from the depths of 
Jane’s soul: Jane 1s almost convinced as she tries 
to reason within herself: 


I care for myself. The more solitary, the more friend- 
less, the more unsustained I am, the more I will re- 
spect myself. 


In the crisis, she can only fall back on herself, 
on her sense of self-protection, on her instinct for 
self-survival.... If Jane is adhering to a principle, 
it is the principle of self-respecting personal in- 
tegrity. As she said: “I still possessed my soul.” 
Rochester in his saner moments would have un- 
derstood the motivation of her decision, as is shown 
by his penetrating analysis of Jane’s character in 
the guise of a gypsy woman on an earlier occasion: 


That brow professes to say—‘I can live alone, if self- 
respect and circumstances require me so to do. I need 
not sell my soul to buy bliss.... Reason sits firm and 
holds the reins, ... judgement shall have the casting 
vote in every decision.... I shall follow the guiding 
of that still small voice which interprets the dictates 
of conscience.” 


This is of course ironic in the light of later 
events, for it is precisely these same self-respect, 
reason, judgement, and conscience that combine to 
frustrate Rochester. 


Jane Eyre’s painful decision to leave Rochester 
is in line with her magnificent outburst in the moon- 
lit garden on Midsummer’s eve: 


Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and 
little, I am soulless and heartless? You think 
wrong!—TI have as much soul as you—and full as 
much heart! And if God had gifted me with some 
beauty and much wealth, I should have made it as 
hard for you to leave me, as it is now for me to leave 
you. I am not talking to you now through the medium 
of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal 
flesh: it is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as 
if both had passed through the grave, and we stood 
at God’s feet, equal—as we are! 


In a further demonstration of spirit before she 
understands Rochester’s intentions, she declares 
proudly: “I am a free human being with an inde- 
pendent will, which I now exert to leave you.” She 
might have said the same at the later crisis of emo- 
tion and event in which she actually leaves him. In 
this outburst of pent-up emotions, Jane is assum- 
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ing for herself and her sex a position and an atti- 
tude never before granted to heroines in English 
fiction—equality in love. Charlotte Bronté believes 
that love between man and woman is an all-con- 
suming passion shared not only physically, but 
mentally and spiritually—‘to the finest fibre of my 
nature,” as Jane says. What Charlotte Bronté is ask- 
ing for is a recognition of the emotional needs of 
a woman—the right to feel, to love unreservedly. 
In a way, Jane is an ... unconventional heroine. She 
claims independence and rejects subservience. She 
will consent only to a marriage which is the union 
of equals in independence. Charlotte Bronté sees 
the relationship between man and woman as one of 
mutual need, a kind of equal partnership in which 
the woman is not just the object of pursuit or de- 
sire, but is recognized as an active contributor— 
unafraid to love with all-consuming passion, will- 
ing to devote herself to the man, and yet exacting 
respect and a recognition of her rights as an indi- 
vidual. Charlotte Bronté does not advocate an ab- 
solute union, a complete merging of man and 
woman—this would mean the dissolution of the 
self. Unlike Catherine Earnshaw who declares: “I 
am Heathcliff,” Jane asserts: “J care for myself.” 
Instead of losing herself 1n some “otherness,” Jane 
fights to preserve her own identity. The relation- 
ship between Catherine and Heathcliff involves a 
fusion of personalities and leads towards mutual 
annihilation. The relationship [as suggested by 
Ruth Bernard Yeazell in her essay “More True 
Than Real: Jane Eyre’s ‘Mysterious Summons’,” 
Nineteenth-Century Fictions, 1974] between Jane 
and Rochester is grounded on the equality and in- 
tegrity of two independent selves and leads towards 
life. In the “Eden-like” garden of Thornfield, Jane 
appears to have secured both love and indepen- 
dence (of spirit, at least); but when it turns out to 
be a Paradise Lost, Jane must flee temptation and 
her lover, in order to preserve the integrity of her 
self against an overwhelming passion. 


In a curious passage earlier on, Charlotte 
Bronté expresses what could well be taken as the 
manifesto of the Women’s Liberation Movement: 


Women are supposed to be very calm generally; but 
women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for 
their faculties, and a field for their efforts as much 
as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a re- 
straint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men 
would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more 
privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought to 
confine themselves to making puddings and knitting 
stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering 
bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at 
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them, if they seek to do more or learn more than cus- 
tom has pronounced necessary for their sex. 


Charlotte Bronté’s concern with the “condition 
of women” question in her day is revealed here. 
She herself has struggled for independence and 
equality not as an exhilaration dreamed of but as a 
necessity, and the feminist attitude expressed here 
is assumed by her heroine.... Charlotte Bronté re- 
ally prepares the way for ... other “rebel” heroines 
by showing her heroine overcoming social and sex- 
ual inferiority with moral, emotional, and intellec- 
tual superiority. Jane first encounters Rochester not 
as his equal but as his subordinate. She escapes the 
confines of Lowood to enter into a “new servitude,” 
a servitude not just in terms of work but also in 
terms of love. The relationship between Rochester 
and Jane is that of master and servant, just as the 
relationship between hero and heroine in all the 
other Charlotte Bronté novels is that of teacher and 
pupil. But the master-servant relationship between 
Rochester and Jane is essentially one of mutual ad- 
miration and respect. Rochester loves Jane for her 
superiority of mind and heart, and Jane feels “akin” 
to Rochester and has, in her own words, “some- 
thing in my brain and heart, in my blood and nerves, 
that assimilate me mentally to him.” F. A. C. Wil- 
son [in an essay “The Primrose Wreath: the Heroes 
of the Bronté Novels,” Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 
1974] suggests that for Charlotte Bronté, the ideal 
relationship between man and woman is an ex- 
tremely flexible one “by which both partners freely 
alternate between ‘masculine,’ or controlling, and 
‘feminine,’ or responsive roles” and that “Jane, for 
her part, enjoys her sexual status as a subordinate, 
but this is only insofar as it is a role in a game.” 
Jane has no feeling of inferiority at all: she is only 
conforming outwardly to the Victorian concept of 
the prescribed roles for men and women, while in 
reality she believes in equality between the sexes, 
as evidenced in her vehement assertion of equality 
in the garden of Thornfield, and Rochester’s re- 
sponse “My bride is here, ... because my equal is 
here, and my likeness” testifies to his agreement. 
Her sexual status as a subordinate may be more ap- 
parent than real, but her social status as an em- 
ployee makes her dependent on her master for her 
livelihood. Jane’s sensitive feelings about her po- 
sition and her strong sense of individuality and in- 
dependence make her resent any attempt to en- 
croach on her personality. Just before their 
marriage, when Rochester wants to shower her with 
fineries and to deck her out in jewels and satin and 
lace, Jane feels “a sense of annoyance and degra- 
dation,” partly because her aesthetic sense tells her 
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she looks better as “plain Jane,” partly because her 
moral taste finds such extravagance abhorrent, but 
mainly because she feels this is a violation of her 
sense of self and a reflection on her essential de- 
pendence. Refusing to play the pampered slave to 
Rochester’s benevolent despot of a sultan, she tells 
him: “I will be myself’ and “I only want an easy 
mind, sir; not crushed by crowded obligations.” She 
prefers to be herself and to be loved for what she 
is. It is in a state of reaction against what she con- 
strues as Rochester’s attempted violation of her 
sense of self that immediately after this Jane writes 
to inform her wealthy Uncle John in Madeira of 
her impending marriage with the underlying mo- 
tive of perhaps obtaining what she terms an “inde- 
pendency,” thereby bringing about the chain of 
events that leads to the interrupted wedding. So 
Jane unwittingly incurs her own unhappiness 
through her desire for independence, which means 
more than just economic and social status—inde- 
pendence means personal identity and self-esteem. 


Source: Maria Yuen, “Two Crises of Decision in Jane Eyre, 
in English Studies, June, 1976, pp. 215-26. 
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In light of the uprismgs of the 1970s, Nadine 
Gordimer presented a very bleak and cynical 
prophecy to white and black South Africa. That 
prophecy suggested no solution to problematic race 
relations but foresaw an inevitable overthrow of the 
apartheid system of the Afrikaner Nationalists. 
With the declaration of independence by the neigh- 
boring nations of Angola, Mozambique, and Zim- 
babwe, the demise of white rule in South Africa 
was anticipated. 


July’s People takes place during a future rev- 
olution in South Africa. Amid such chaos, tradi- 
tional roles are overturned and new ones must be 
forged. In that sense, the novel exists in Antonio 
Gramsci’s (the source of the novel’s epigraph) in- 
terregnum—between the explosion of the old but 
before the birth of the new. 


July’s People captures the mood of a South 
Africa expecting revolutionary violence just like 
that experienced by neighboring countries. Instead 
of writing about a revolution, however, the novel 
assumes such an event will happen and imagines 
what affect it might have on a liberal white fam- 
ily. In this case, the family decides to accept their 
servant’s offer of refuge and flee to his village. 
There, with all the awkwardness of Friday nursing 
Robinson Crusoe, they hope to wait out the war. 
Gradually, all the family’s accoutrements of civi- 
lization are given up, stolen, or proven to be com- 
pletely useless. Simultaneously, the power relations 
of society are revealed as hollow. However, there 
is hope in that self-awareness and in the children’s 
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Immecsion in village life as a possible route to the 
consuuction of a new South Afnca. 





Arnthor Biography 


Gordimer was born in Springs. an East Rand 
ming town outside Johannesburg ia the Transvaal 
cegion of South Africa, in 1923. Springs served as 
the setting of her first novel, The Lying Days (1953). 
Her father was a jeweler from Latvia and tier mather 
was Of British descent. Growing up, Gordimer was 
ofien sequestered indoors because her mother feared 
she had a weak hean. She spent some ume in con- 
vent school where, she admuls in an avtobiograph- 
ical essay “A Bolter and the Invincible Summer” 
(1963), she was a habimal truan. 


lo response to her confinement, Gordimer be- 
gan writing at the age of nine. Her first published 
story was “The Quest for Seen Gold,” which ap 
peared in June of 1937 in the Johannesburg Sun- 
day Express. Fortunately, she maintains, the publi- 
cation of her work did not lead to the smothenne 
that oné sées with those considered “gifted.” [nstead 
she wás lefi tò her own devices and, thus, began a 
long career of wnung about life in South Afnca 


Her short stones were continually published in 
magazines until her first book came out in 1952. It 
was a collection of short stones titled The Soft 
Voice of the Serpent (1952). Already, her technique 
was evident. Her writing had clarity, little emotion, 
and great control. 


Gordimer lived through the system of 
Apartheid and fought to bring about its end. She 
was a member of the African National Congress 
(which was an illegal party unti] the 1980s), and 
she chose to stay in South Afnca when many other 
wniters and political dissidents left for school or 
safety in Europe and America. However, she was 
not a prominent dissident—like Ruth First—but 
she was a voice of protest. “I remain,” she said, “a 
writer, nol a public speaker: nothing I say here will 
be as te as my fiction.” Still, many of her books 
were banned in South Africa from 1958 until 1991. 


A prolific writer, Gordimer has written many 
essays On politics, censorship, writing, and other 
writers. Much of this work parallels her fictional 
work and taken together she has painted a damn- 
ing picture of apartheid. She was a founding mem- 
ber of the Congress of South Afnean Waters. She 
has won numerous awards for her wnting, includ- 
ing the Booker prize, the Modem Literature Asso- 
ciation Award, and the Bennett Award. Many uni- 
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vērsies have honored her with degrees and the 
French government gave her the decoration of OF- 
ficier de |’Ordre des Aris e¢ des Lettres. In 1991, 
she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
Currently, she Jives in South Africa, is the Vice 
President of PEN (a worldwide organization of 
writers), a member of the Congress of South 
Afnean Writers, and she continues 10 write. 





Plot Summarv 


In July's People, Nadine Gordimer depicts the 
lives of a liberal, white South African family, the 
Smales, forced to flee to the native village of their 
black servant, July. Gordimer sets her novel dwr- 
ing a fictional civi) war in which black South 
Afncans violently overlum the system of apartheid. 
In order to escape the violence in Johannesburg, 
the Smales must accept July’s chanty and live a 
life that makes them all confront their assumptions 
abaut one another. 


The novel opens the moming after an ex- 
hausting three-day inp through bush country to 
reach the village. July brings tea for Maureen and 
Bamford Smales and breakfast for their children, 
Victor, Gina, and Royce. After experiencing dis- 
orientation from the itip. Maureen asks her hus- 
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band about their vehicle, a small truck called a 
bakkie. He tells her that July has hidden it. 


The Smales find themselves dependent on 
July, and July’s family questions their presence in 
the village. He explains the their situation, telling 
his mother and wife, Martha, about the violence in 
the country. They cannot, however, fully believe 
his account given their past experience with white 
dominance. 


To do something other than listen constantly 
for news on his radio, Bam Smales builds a water 
tank for the village. Maureen tries to read a novel, 
since July will not let her work, but discovers that 
no fiction can compete with her current situation. 
She then recalls her girlhood days and remembers 
walking home from school with her family’s black 
servant, Lydia, who carried Maureen’s school case 
on her head. One day, a photographer took their 
picture. Years later, Maureen saw the picture in a 
Life photograph book and for the first time ques- 
tioned why Lydia was carrying her books. 


One night, after Bam unsuccessfully tries so- 
cializing with the villagers, Bam and Maureen are 
startled by July’s departure as a passenger in the 
bakkie. Anxious over losing the vehicle, they ar- 
gue, blaming each other for their situation. Later, 
while standing nude in the rain, Maureen sees the 
bakkie return. She falls asleep that night without 
telling Bam about the vehicle. 


When July comes to their hut the next day, 
Bam greets him with the inappropriate authority of 
their former relationship. Apparently ignoring 
Bam’s tone, July tells them he went to the shops 
for supplies. Though they could, they do not ask 
him for the keys to the bakkie. July begins to learn 
how to drive. When the they ask him what he will 
do if caught driving the vehicle, he says he will say 
he owns it. 


Later, Maureen returns the bakkie’s keys to 
July. Knowing that she does not want him to keep 
the keys, he makes her recall his former status as 
her “boy” when he kept the keys to her house. He 
also recalls the distrust he sensed from her at the 
time. Stung by his words, Maureen tries to defend 
her treatment of him and says their former rela- 
tionship has ended, that he is no longer a servant. 
He then shocks her by asking if she is going to pay 
him this month. He offers the car keys back to her, 
saying he worked for her for fifteen years because 
his family needed him to. She then retaliates by 
mentioning Ellen, his mistress in Johannesburg. 
Though feeling a hollow victory, Maureen knows 
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July will never forgive her this transgression. He 
keeps the car Keys. 


Bam kills two baby wart-hogs with his small 
shotgun. During the hunt, he offers to let his black 
hunting companion, Daniel, shoot the gun some- 
time. Bam gives the larger wart-hog to the villagers 
and keeps the smaller (and more tender) one. 
Everyone joyfully feasts on the meat, an intoxicat- 
ing delicacy, and Bam and Maureen make love for 
the first time since their journey. 


The scene shifts to July and his family eating 
the meat and talking about the Smales. July dis- 
counts Martha’s worries that the white family will 
bring trouble. Martha recalls the times without July 
when he, like most men with families, worked in 
the city. Like the seasons, the long absences of their 
husbands have become an expected part of black 
women’s lives. 


Gina and her friend, Nyiko, play with newborn 
kittens, and Maureen scolds them. Later, after they 
listen for news on the radio, Bam asks Maureen if 
she found a home for the kittens. She reveals that 
she has drowned them in a bucket of water. 


Maureen tries working with the women in the 
fields, digging up leaves and roots. Afterward, she 
goes to see July, who is working on the bakkie. July 
does not want to hear about the killing on the news 
and hopes everything “will come back all right.” 
Maureen asks, dumbfounded, if he really wants a 
return to the ways things were. July asks if hunger 
compels her to search for spinach with the women; 
she replies that she goes to pass the time. As al- 
ways, she feels that the workplace language they 
speak hinders their ability to communicate. 


When July says she should not work with the 
women, she asks if he fears she will tell his wife 
about Ellen. He angrily asserts that she can only tell 
Martha that he has always been a good servant. Mau- 
reen, frightened, realizes that the dignity she thought 
she had always conferred upon him was actually hu- 
miliating to him. He informs her that he and the 
Smales have been summoned to the chief’s village. 
Though July has authority in his village, they still 
must ask the chief’s permission to stay. Maureen 
struggles with her new subservience to July. 


The Smales visit the chief the next morning, 
afraid that the chief will force them out. The chief 
asks them why they have come to his nation and 
asks about events in Johannesburg. He cannot be- 
lieve that the white government is powerless and 
that whites are running from blacks. He says that 
the black revolutionaries are not from his nation 
and that the whites, who would never let him own 
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a gun, will give him guns to aid in the struggle 
against the black attackers. He tells Bam to bring 
his gun and teach him how to shoot it. 

Outraged by this suggestion, Bam asks if the 
chief really intends to kill other blacks, saying that 
the entire black nation is the chief’s nation. After 
further discussion, the chief allows them to stay 
with Mwawate (July) and says that he will visit 
them to learn how to shoot Bam’s gun. 

On the return trip, July explains that the chief 
talks instead of acts. Furthermore, the chief, who 
never fought the whites, is too poor and defense- 
less to fight other blacks. Upon their return to their 
hut, Maureen and Bam speak in the phrases they 
had used in their former life, and these phrases can- 
not adequately describe their current predicament. 
Bam begins criticizing July’s new confidence and 
his criticisms of the chief. Maureen says that July 
was talking about himself, that he will not fight for 
anyone and is risking his life by having the family 
there. Maureen suggests that they leave, making 
Bam confront what they both know: they have 
nowhere to go and no means by which to get there. 

With the women, Maureen clumsily cuts grass 
for the huts. After the cutting, July criticizes Martha 
for placing the grass bundles in front of the Bam 
and Maureen’s house, where their children will ruin 
it. They discuss July’s past and his times in the city 
over the last fifteen years. Rejecting July’s con- 
tention that his family will move to the city once 
the fighting ends, Martha suggests that he stay in 
the village. According to Daniel, they will no 
longer face white restrictions, and, with his city ex- 
perience, July can run his own shop. 

A man brings a battery-operated amplifier to the 
village and provides them with a night’s entertain- 
ment, during which many villagers drink heavily. 
The Smales do not partake in the drinking but return 
to their hut, where they find their gun missing. 

With no police to help him, Bam is impotent 
in the face of the theft. Maureen feels humiliated 
for Bam. She leaves to find July, who is by the 
bakkie. They realize that only Daniel was absent 
from the party, and Maureen says July must get the 
gun from him. Daniel, however, has left. After July 
asserts that the Smales always make trouble for 
him, Maureen accuses July of stealing small items 
from her in Johannesburg. Angered, he speaks to 
her in his own language, and “She understood al- 
though she knew no word. Understood everything: 
what he had had to be, how she had covered up to 
herself for him, in order for him to be her idea of 
him. But for himself—to be intelligent, honest, dig- 
nified for her was nothing; his measure as a man 
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was taken elsewhere and by others,” his own peo- 
ple. July then informs her that Daniel has joined 
the revolution. She tells July that he abandoned 
Ellen and only wants the bakkie so he can feel im- 
portant, but that, too, will become useless when his 
gas money runs out. 


After Gina goes to play with Nyiko and Bam 
goes with Victor and Royce to fish, a helicopter 
with unidentifiable markings flies over the village. 
Maureen fervently chases the helicopter, and the 
novel ends with her still running toward it and its 
unknown occupants, who could be either “saviours 
or murderers.” 


Characters 





The chief 

The chief, as befits his position, is the only 
character who attempts to make sense of the greater 
picture. He has no weapons and no wealth. He asks 
Bam for his gun; however, Bam is shocked that the 
chief would kill the “good guys’—the people of 
Mandela and Sobukwe—for the white government. 
But at least the chief wants to do something even 
if alone and armed with one gun. He would prefer 
action to hiding out and waiting to be taken over 
again. What Bam does not want to understand is 
that the chief and his people have their own history 
which has little in common with the urban African 
National Congress. 


Daniel 

July’s friend Daniel shows him how to drive 
the bakkie as well as fix it. He befriends the white 
family. Bam shows him how to shoot and Daniel 
accompanies the family to the chief. He disappears 
at the same time that Bam’s gun goes missing. It 
is assumed he has taken the gun and gone off to 
join the revolutionary army. 


Ellen 

While July lives with the Smales, he has a mis- 
tress named Ellen. She is from Botswana and is an 
office cleaner. The money she earns in the city is 
sent to pay for her son’s high school education in 
Soweto. While ironing July’s clothes with Mau- 
reen’s iron, she sometimes chats with Maureen. 
“{O]nce [she] had put a hand under her breasts with 
the gesture with which women declare themselves 
in conscious control of their female destiny ... Рт 
sterilized at the clinic.” 


July 
July recalls the character of Friday in the 
eighteenth-century novel by Daniel Defoe, Robin- 
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e July’s People was made into an audio cassette 
by Blackstone Audio Books in 1993. 








son Crusoe. Benevolent masters named both char- 
acters for calendar measurements and both were 
trusted with their masters’ lives. July appears to be 
“their servant, their host,” but the revolution has 
disrupted traditional roles. He remains the white 
family’s savior, but as time goes on they become 
his people. He represents all the myths and stereo- 
types of the black servant, but he also uses those 
same myths to his advantage. 


Determined to remain their servant as long as 
he is paid, July seeks to become the master of the 
family. It is a revolution of roles rather than the 
herald of a new society. July accomplishes his ob- 
jective by sequestering them and confining them to 
their role as his master. As such, they depend on 
him for everything. He also makes sure that Mau- 
reen is unable to establish relations with the other 
women and, therefore, she cannot fully integrate to 
society. Lastly, July slowly appropriates the tokens 
of civilization they have managed to bring with 
them, the most important being the bakkie. 


Lydia 

In a flashback, Maureen returns to her young 
love for a family servant named Lydia. She recalls 
with joy the many afternoons that she would 
“bump” into Lydia on the way home from school. 
Customarily, Lydia would take Maureen’s burden 
onto her head with the shopping and they would go 
home. The relationship is one of master and ser- 
vant. However, in Maureen’s memory it is also that 
of young girl in love with an older female. From 
this context she is able to say that the photo, taken 
by the journalist to depict apartheid as a white girl 
next to a “black woman with the girl’s school case 
on her head,” shows a context of “affection and ig- 
norance.” The memory of Lydia reveals Maureen’s 
blindness to her own empowered status. 
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Martha 

The wife of July, Martha is a simple charac- 
ter. She represents the agrarian traditional figure 
that is resigned to her role. For her, “The sun rises, 
the moon sets; the money must come, the man must 
go.” She does not react to the white people in her 
mother’s house too much nor does she relate to 
Maureen. The women met and “something might 
have come of it. But not much.” 


Mwawate 
See July 


Nyiko 

A girl from the village who becomes Gina’s 
childhood intimate. They become more and more in- 
separable and are reminded of their origins of dif- 
ference only when the adults want to know whose 
child Gina is minding. She is a subject of fascina- 
tion for Bam and Maureen when she takes a sausage. 


Bamford Smales 

Descended from Boers (Dutch colonists), Bam 
has the privilege of the white South African in an 
Apartheid state. He is an architect for Caprano & 
Partners and husband to Maureen. He likes to boast 
of being a judge at conferences and of his profes- 
sional abilities, like speaking French. He also 
name-drops. Being middle class, he hunts for sport 
and bought himself the yellow bakkie as a hunting 
vehicle. He sees himself as strong, masculine, and 
in control of his life. He does not mind exchang- 
ing suburban leisure for laboring on improvements 
about the village. In his mind this gives him an im- 
portance, but in reality he is a secondary character 
to his employers and to his wife. 


Politically, Bam is a pacifist who empathizes 
with the blacks. Personally, the situation utterly 
emasculates him; his former servant controls the 
bakkie and calls the shots. He admits that he feels 
like “a boy with a pea-shooter.” His final abdica- 
tion as white man occurs when his gun is stolen. 
Without his gun he is of no use to the chief, he 
holds no symbolic power, and he is unable to up- 
hold his economic place of provider and, therefore, 
has no sexual claim on Maureen. 


Gina Smales 

Of all the characters, only Gina represents the 
hope of that a new South Africa is possible. She 
shows the opposite characteristics of the small- 
minded Victor. She is the second child and shows 
every sign of ease with village life. She finds a best 
friend in Nyiko and a sense of responsibility in 
minding the younger children in the village. In ad- 
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dition, she begins to learn the local language. The 
beginning of a new South African person can be 
glimpsed in Gina—she is multilingual and the race 
barrier that her brother Victor depends on is not pre- 
sent for her. Gina insists on her difference from her 
siblings. Her mother notices she is “always a moody 
bastard” who acts like a witch to her brothers. 


Maureen Hetherington Smales 

The focus of the novel, Maureen is a woman 
from the Western Area Gold Mines who has been 
living in the safe environs of the suburbs. Until the 
revolution and the flight to July’s village, she was 
in charge of her household and family. Her hus- 
band was a wonderfully successful architect and 
they both shared a liberal view of apartheid. To- 
gether they hoped that dialogue and discussion 
would bring about greater equality. 


All of that vanishes in the flight in the yellow 
bakkie with her family and servant to the country- 
side. Leaving her suburban life behind, she at- 
tempts to manufacture a new value system within 
her new surroundings, but instead discovers that 
values are relative. Further, those values depend on 
personal relationships; in her new life, she discov- 
ers these relationships are not as strong as she once 
thought. Eventually, after a failed relationship with 
July, she runs off into the unknown. 


In this final flight, she is finally understands 
that she must break free from the circularity of her 
traditional role. Thus by abandoning her family and 
being spurned by her servant, she virtually joins 
Daniel and merges with the social revolution. 


Royce Smales 

Royce is the littlest of the Smales and July’s 
favorite. He annoys his parents with his request for 
a Coke. He slyly exacerbates his bother’s tantrum 
by asking if he is really going to buy a buggy. He 
at once questions his brother’s awakening mas- 
culinity while making light of the moment. 


Victor Smales 

The oldest child, Victor adamantly tries to 
maintain racial separation despite the liberal ex- 
ample of his parents. He wants to have the spoils 
of white rule. The character of Victor represents 
the idea that racism is childish. Furthermore, the 
pettiness of the racist is that of a spoiled child who 
insists on dragging out his racing-car track. This is 
demonstrated when Victor wants to keep the blacks 
away from the rain catch his father has made (“who 
owns the rain?” asks his mother). He is also infu- 
riated that a black should accuse him of stealing 
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garbage—an orange sack. Victor also shows that 
the anger of a racist person must be handled care- 
fully, “[he] was angry with a white man’s anger, 
too big for him.” Yet Victor learns some manners 
from his black playmates, though not as many as 
Gina and Royce do. This occurs when he accepts 
a piece of fishing line from July with the typical 
open palm gesture of the other children. 


Tsatsawani 

July’s mother gives up her hut for the Smales. 
She is apprehensive of the white people’s presence 
in the village and resents being unable to replace 
the roof of her hut. She represents old age, as well 
as the natural rhythm of the village and its agri- 
cultural focus. She also contrasts with the image of 
Bam’s associate who died in his own plane’s crash. 
Grandmother, conversely, is still working and will 
work “bent lower and lower towards the earth un- 
til finally she sank to it—the only death she could 
afford.” 


Themes 


Body 

The incredible situation which the Smales find 
themselves in is attested to and dealt with at a very 
personal level. The real discomfort and disruption 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e The ending of July’s People leaves a great deal 
to the imagination. Imitating Gordimer’s style, 
write your own ending. Was there a helicopter 
or not? 


e Do some research into the disease risks associ- 
ated with living in the rural regions (as opposed 
to the wilderness) of South Africa. Given the 
fact of war and that July’s home is an old agri- 
cultural village, how much of Maureen’s worry 
about illness is valid? How much is simply an 
expression of her discomfort at not being in fa- 
miliar surroundings? 


e In the United States we had a similar, though 
milder, system of laws that institutionalized 
racial discrimination known as Jim Crow Laws. 
What were those laws and how would they com- 
pare with the system of apartheid? 


• Gordimer wrote her novel at a time when a racial 
revolution seemed inevitable. Americans have 
felt this fear in the past as well (for example, at 
the times of The Great Sioux Uprising, 
Wounded Knee, Watts Riots, LA Riots). Does 
that fear exist in any form today, say, in immi- 
gration quotas or as hysteria over the Mexican 
border? 


of the revolution has been displaced to a new 
awareness of the physical body. “For the first time 
in her life [Maureen] found that she smelled bad 
between her legs ... [she] disgustedly scrubbed.” 
There is also a constant concern about living in the 
village, especially the risk of disease. However, this 
fear does not stop them from trying to keep up ap- 
pearances. Maureen secretly washes her menstrual 
rags in the river because the shame of her period 
looms far greater than the “risk of bilharzia.” 

In addition to these sufferings, it is in the de- 
scription of another person’s body that the Smales 
admit their whiteness. Maureen comments on her 
children coughing like the black children do. She 
also notes that her kids look dirtier than the village 
children because of their white skin. It is never said 
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directly but it is suggested that there 1s something 
natural about black people living in primeval na- 
ture—they seem to blend in with darkness: “they 
could see his fingernails and his eyes.” These are 
intentional stereotypical references. But the most 
certain sign that the family is realizing its fear of 
losing whiteness (or going native) and becoming 
villagers is Bam’s terrifying report that he has seen 
Royce wipe himself with a stone—not a treasured 
piece of toilet paper. 


Nature 

Reversing roles, the blacks are now able to 
walk freely in the city, and Maureen feels herself 
confined to the hut: “Maureen could not walk out 
into the boundlessness.” She excuses her confine- 
ment by saying she fears being spotted by a patrol; 
but everyone knows they are there. Disease keeps 
her from going to the river too often. She steers 
clear from July’s hut while July keeps her from frat- 
emizing with the other women. She tries to work 
with the women once in the field—but she feels 
self-conscious because of her white legs. 


Before her flight into the unknown at the end 
of the novel, the only time she gives into nature is 
a secret, naked, dance in the rain. Her attitude or 
fear of the boundlessness is repeated in her attitude 
toward her own body and those bodies around her. 
Overcoming nature becomes Maureen’s epiphany. 


Sex Roles 

The disruption of reality—or what Maureen 
has known as reality—caused by the revolution has 
forced her to reflect upon the nature of reality, 
“since that first morning she had become conscious 
in the hut, she had regained no established point of 
a continuing present from which to recognize her 
own sequence.” Reality, in this context, had been 
decided upon in the mind of each individual ac- 
cording to their position in an economy of sex roles. 
Reality is dependent upon human relations that аге 
based on a false resistance to apartheid and a po- 
sition of claimed innocence. “The Humane creed 
... depended on validities staked on a belief in the 
absolute nature of intimate relationships between 
human beings.” 


Maureen realizes her life has been gilded by a 
suburbia whose sterility thwarts honest intimacy. It 
is this realization that causes her to feel embar- 
rassed about Ellen and about visiting July when he 
was ill. She also realizes that power relations in so- 
ciety are reflected within her family. She discovers 
that there is little real intimacy and begins to view 
her husband and children as strangers. 
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Furthermore, her previous conception relied on 
“sexual love formulated in master bedrooms” for 
the purposes of fulfilling a “place in the economy.” 
From this viewpoint, her marriage to Bam becomes 
insupportable. Disgust grows between them in par- 
allel to their individual disgust at their own body. 
She takes on the “matriarchal frown of necessity 
performed without question, without reasoning; the 
same frown she had had turned up to her by July’s 
wife.” While he “had the menacing aspect of male- 
ness as man has before the superego has gained 
control of his body, come out of sleep. His penis 
was swollen under his rumpled trousers.” Not only 
do bodies disgust them, but also the very physical 
life of the village disgusts them. Nothing is pressed; 
nothing is familiar. 

The marital breakdown is reflected in the pro- 
nouns used toward each other but also in the sex- 
ual act. They do not have sex except for the night 
of the hog feast when they succumb to the influ- 
ence of the meat. Bam dreams of the pig; he wakes 
to what he thinks is pig’s blood on him when it is 
her menstrual blood he sees. It is a further sign that 
they are not in the sterility of the suburb and that 
their coitus rests on violence—the master bedrooms 
of apartheid economics. 


Likewise, Maureen offers herself to July but 
“the death’s harpy image she made of herself meant 
nothing to him, who had never been to a motor 
show complete with provocative girls.” It is an 
awesome conjunction. Marital sex has become an 
act of drunken violence neither really wanted. Mau- 
reen, in her confusion over reality, desperately and 
pointlessly offers herself to July—the new master 
of the bakkie—as another possession, the final one. 
Having now broken all possible connections, mar- 
ital and otherwise, Maureen is ready to leave. 


Culture Clash 

Along with natural bodily function, culture 
clash is a main thematic of the story. An important 
aspect of this is the way that Maureen and July con- 
jure the legendary friendship of Robinson Crusoe 
and Friday—but replacing Friday’s cheery obedi- 
ence with a tense political dilemma. 


The similarity is found in the careful listing 
and discussion of objects. In the story of Crusoe, 
he is incredibly lucky to have been able to recover 
many items from the shipwreck to assist the cre- 
ation of a marooned settlement. The most impor- 
tant possessions for the Smales are the bakkie (“A 
ship that had docked in a far country”), the radio 
(before which Bam looks like a monkey fingering 
the bars of a cage), malarial pills, toilet paper, and 
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the gun. Conversely, July’s unwanted items from 
the past—like the two pink glasses of the opening 
scene—are now employed to recreate the Bam and 
Maureen’s home. 


More ironic, however, are the items grabbed 
in the hectic moment of flight which serve ab- 
solutely no purpose: the race track; bundles of mon- 
etary notes which become bits of paper; ornamen- 
tal clay vessels; and “a gadget for taking the dry 
cleaner’s tags off clothes.” In reference to these 
items, Maureen notes that they now have nothing. 
Then she sees her old scissors and her small knife- 
grinder in use around the village, realizing that July 
“must have filched them.” It is Maureen’s feeling 
of deprivation of discarded household items that 
prevents her from seeking July in his hut. “She no 
more wanted to have to see her cast-off trappings 
here, where they separated [July] from the way 
other people lived around him, than she did back 
there, where they separated him from the way she 
lived.” But while Maureen works through the prob- 
lem of possession, Bam, on the other hand, is ut- 
terly emasculated by the loss of his bakkie and his 
gun. 


Narrative 


The narrative is told from a third person point 
of view and the tone of the narrative voice is that 
of dispassionate documentation. The voice reports 
on the activities and behavior of the characters as 
they adjust to their marooned state. However, the 
narration does not add information about the world 
that might explain the situation. In this way, the 
narrator knows only as much as the Smales know 
or learn from the radio. At the story’s focus is Mau- 
reen, her thoughts are more often revealed. As a re- 
sult, the story told is filtered through her and cen- 
sored by her body of knowledge. Furthermore, the 
reader loses track of the political background and 
must consider what the basis of human relations are 
and what they need to be in a more just society. 


Occasionally the focus shifts to Bam and there 
is some insight into his thought process; but this is 
not enough to give him any depth. Maureen and 
July (who is a function of her) are the only sub- 
stantial characters in the novel. Maureen causes the 
narrative’s linearity to be clouded in a way that re- 
flects her disbelief that any of the revolution was 
possible or happening. 
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Realism 

Realism is a literary technique often used to 
examine the mores and customs of middle-and 
lower-class characters. July’s People focuses on 
middle-class liberal whites to examine them as they 
deal with a complete disruption of their society. 
The story asks the question, what next—what kind 
of role do white people have when they are over- 
thrown? That question is the subtext of Maureen’s 
battle with July. In fact, the climax of the story is 
the moment when he yells at her in his own lan- 
guage and she understands. She hears that her sym- 
pathies for him were an insult, that he is trapped as 
a servant in a society ruled by whites. But that is 
his morass. 


The real criticism of the story is centered on 
Maureen. She represents the liberal who tried to 
prevent or ignore the growing revolutionary vio- 
lence. Now, she discovers, she must do something. 
The focus on the hypocrisy of the liberal political 
stance is exposed without having to resort to a spe- 
cific listing of their faults. It is exposed by a story 
of a symbolic family marooned among people it 
never really wanted to encounter (though they 
might have felt for them from a distance). Gordimer 
wants the reader to examine his or her beliefs. The 
novel’s dramatic circumstances serve to point out 
that only a fantastic event, unfortunately, will wake 
people up. 


Leitmotif 

In musical composition, a leitmotif describes 
the technique whereby certain themes are repeated 
to signify emotion, announce a character, or ac- 
company specific scenery. July’s People is com- 
posed of an incredible series of such events whereby 
the novel’s noise—the insects, the radio, the peo- 
ple, the helicopter—becomes a symphony or oper- 
atic display. Moreover, every superficial theme ac- 
tually reinforces the overarching theme that a 
woman, Maureen, cannot simply hide from history. 


There are subtle objects that instantly retell the 
story. For example, Manzoni’s J Promessi Sposi is 
the only novel Maureen has taken with her. She 
never reads the famous nineteenth-century novel, 
but it reminds her of civilization. Like that novel, 
her marriage is thwarted by the overlord July—but 
there will be no happy ending because she rejects 
suburban culture with its fanciful tales of romance. 
Another example is found in the pink teacups and 
the way July supplies fruit at the end of the meal. 
The insistence upon living in the same manner as 
they once did only further points out the absurdity 
of that previous life. 
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Historical Context 


South Africa 


The Union of South Africa was formed in 1910 
under a constitution excluding blacks from parlia- 
ment. In 1912, a number of chiefs joined members 
of the middle class to form the opposition party, 
the African National Congress (ANC). ANC 
protests from 1912 until 1940 were within the law. 
When WWII broke out, South Africa fought with 
the Allies. After the war, there was a great influx 
of Africans into the cities. This shift in demo- 
graphics, coupled with a rise in crime and shanty- 
towns, created a degree of paranoia amongst the 
enfranchised (white) citizens. In the elections of 
1948, the Afrikaner Nationalists were voted in be- 
cause they promised to restore order. 


The Afrikaner Nationalists began a system of 
apartheid, a regime based on racial discrimination 
that was instituted nationwide. In 1956, for exam- 
ple, the regime removed 60,000 mixed-blood “col- 
ored” from the voting rolls of Cape Province. In 
late summer, 100,000 non-whites were forcibly 
evicted from their homes to make room for whites. 
Africans were required to live in designated areas 
and carry “passes” or permission papers. The in- 
ability to provide an inquiring official with one’s 
papers meant jail or fines. Generally, the system of 
apartheid aimed to keep the non-white people liv- 
ing under South African rule a disciplined pool of 
workers. Dissent or organization into labor unions 
or political parties was not tolerated. The political 
groups, lead by the ANC, used boycotts, strikes, 
and demonstrations in an effort to change the gov- 
ernment. 


On March 21, 1960, thousands of people all 
over South Africa responded to an ANC call of civil 
disobedience. The people marched without their 
passes and offered themselves for arrest. The gov- 
ernment responded at Sharpeville, 40 miles south 
of Johannesburg, where 20,000 people had gath- 
ered. Police panicked and opened fire. Sixty-nine 
black people dead, 180 injured, and one week later 
the ANC was banned. This event forced leaders to 
flee underground where they formed armed groups 
whose aim was sabotage. One of the leaders jailed 
soon after was Nelson Mandela. 


Soweto 

Tensions increased as the strictures of 
apartheid tightened: every year saw the passage of 
laws decreasing the civil liberties of blacks. It also 
saw the highest incarceration rate in the world and 
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Children refugees pushing shopping cart near squatters’ camps in South Africa. 


barbanc police brutality. The opposition parties 
were working underground but were not invisible 
for long. In the 1970s, the Black Consciousness 
movement formed but then was destroyed by the 
government. Its purpose was accomplished: it 
raised awareness among people and made possible 
а лем generation of black dissidence. A revolt was 
organized from schools where teachers and stu- 
dents were dissatisfied with low salanes, a crum- 
bling education system, and а recent law that made 
Afrikaans the equivalent of English. 


On June 16, 1976, roughly 15,000 school chil- 
dren tumed out to demonstrate against apartheid in 
Soweto. The police opened fire, killing 25, and 
wounding dozens more. The protest spread over the 
country and conUnued through 1977. One of the or- 
ganizers was soon arrested. His name was Stephen 
Biko and his death in jail created an international 
outcry. After restoring order, the government ap- 
pointed the Collié Commission of Inquiry to in- 
vestigate the cause of the unrest in the black resi- 
dential areas. 


‘The Commission gave its report in February 
of 1980 and stated that the problem stemmed from 
the implementauon of the language policy and en- 
suing linguistic misunderstandings. As a result of 
the report, Soweto was given a new school, teach- 
ers were given 4 raise, and a new Education Act 
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made school compulsory—boycatts and protests 
were now illegal. What the government did not re- 
alize was that Soweto had galvanized a palpable 
apposition that had not been raised by Sharpeville 
ar any of the other incidents. It ts at this point, when 
“it seemed that all was quieting down again,” that 
Cordiumer published иу‘ People and the ban on 
Burger's Daughter was lifted. 


State of Emergency 

The government dealt with Soweto effectively. 
An independent homeland scheme wherein there 
would be limited self-governance was master- 
minded by P. W. Botha and seemed to ease ten- 
sions. Meanwhile, some laws were changed and 
some liberties restored to blacks. White adminis- 
tration of the homelands was ended in 1982. But 
police actions simultaneously intensified through- 
out this period. In 1984, a new constitution was 
written and Botha became president. On the issue 
of parliaments, a compromise was brokered 
whereby there would be one lawmaking body but 
with three racially segregated chambers. 


The developments at the parliamentary level 
translated into frustration at the street level. Youths 
were impatient for change—they had grown up 
aware of the Soweto massacre and conscious of the 
guerilla efforts of the ANC. On September 3, 1984, 
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July’s People 


Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ South Africa: in 1991 the total population was 
about 30 million persons of which 5 million 
were white, 2.5 million were people of color, 
and the rest were black. The black population is 
expected to total 66 million by 2010 with little 
change in the other two racial categories. 


¢ USA: the total population now exceeds 267 mil- 
lion persons. Approximately 11% are black. The 
birth rate among whites is low but among His- 
panics and native Americans it is very high. 


¢ South Africa: European colonialists designated 
10 areas as reservations for blacks. These areas 


became known as homelands and were briefly 
independent. In 1994, the homelands were re- 
absorbed during the elections so that South 
Africa is one administrative unit without a reser- 
vation system. 


¢ USA: European colonialists signed treaties with 
Native Americans granting them rights to home- 
lands. This too was a reservation system. These 
treaties recognize the Indian Tribes as sovereign 
Nations but the United States has never allowed 
Native governments much independence. 


the day the new Tricameral parliament was to be- 
come reality, riots broke out and South Africa en- 
tered a constant state of turmoil. 


This unrest led to the declaration of a State of 
Emergency. The army re-enforced the police in Oc- 
tober. Then in February 1985, the government tried 
to remove a squatter camp outside Cape Town 
called Crossroads. This had been tried before but 
the task of removing the 87,000 residents had not 
been achieved. During this attempt, 18 people were 
killed and international news cameras were on the 
scene. The whole world saw the violence and lead- 
ers around the world were furious. On March 21, 
25 years after Sharpeville, the police killed 40 peo- 
ple gathered for a funeral of other police victims. 


The End of White Rule 

Since 1985, the ANC and its affiliates had be- 
come a revolutionary army with increasing tactical 
sophistication. They attacked government posts, 
police, and, by 1989, military installations. South 
Africa was in a state of civil war and the govern- 
ment was losing. The National Party changed its 
tactics by making F. W. de Klerk leader of the 
party. De Klerk was an outsider who was more re- 
ceptive than his predecessors were. He was elected 
president in 1989. He lifted the ban on the ANC 
and released Nelson Mandela from jail. Through- 
out 1990s, exiles returned and new elections were 
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called for. Mandela was elected president in 1994 
and incredible change swept the country. 


Critical Overview 





Gordimer has never had a large reading audi- 
ence inside South Africa. South Africans have been 
dissatisfied with her work or they have been kept 
from it through censorship. Internationally, how- 
ever, Gordimer has been the interpreter of South 
Africa through her short stories and novels. July’s 
People was hardly different in this respect, but it 
is Often treated not as a novel but as prophecy. 


Soon after its publication, Anne Tyler praised 
the novel in the New York Times Book Review. She 
compared the story to Daniel Defoe’s Robinson 
Crusoe and noted the strange symbols of civiliza- 
tion, like toilet paper. For Tyler, the novel “demon- 
strates with breathtaking clarity the tensions and 
complex interdependencies between whites and 
blacks in South Africa.” Joan Silbur agreed in her 
review in the same magazine. She added that 
“Gordimer’s novel is an intense look at a network 
of power relations—black to white, servant to mas- 
ter, male to female, child to parent—and the enor- 
mous changes wrought in all allegiances once 
power shifts utterly. For all the extremities of the 
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situation it chronicles and the suspense—drama of 
its plot, it is a very subtle book—-spare, careful, and 
instructive.” 


Judith Chettle, however, was not so apprecia- 
tive in The National Review. Understanding that 
revolution has long been a possibility in the talk of 
South Africa, she simply sees that Gordimer has 
staged one. Chettle contends that revolutions “are 
messy things to write about, so perhaps [Gordimer] 
can be forgiven for being brief and somewhat vague 
about the revolution itself. She prefers to tell about 
a white family ... [But] because her people think 
more than they feel, Miss Gordimer never seems to 
grapple seriously with the questions she has raised. 
The situation may be revolutionary but the insights 
are not.” Another review in the The Natal Witness 
described Gordimer as a difficult prophet. Evi- 
dently, the narrative structure was too problematic. 


Academic studies of Gordimer have been con- 
sistently insightful. They pick up on the myths be- 
ing exploited in the novel while understanding the 
political play. Stephen Clingman, a fellow coun- 
tryman, published The Novels of Nadine Gordimer 
after the 1985 State of Emergency—an admittance 
by the government that the nation was in a de facto 
state of civil war. He, therefore, offers particularly 
valuable insight. He writes: 


“in terms of the method in which its picture of rev- 
olution is presented, the novel is still candidly im- 
pressionistic. For there may be a way in which the 
novel is less interested in the future per se than in its 
unfolding in the present.... [thus the novel] may be 
the most deceptive, and deceptively simple, of all of 
Gordimer’s novels, and perhaps less genuinely 
prophetic than, say, The Conservationist. What the 
novel is apparently doing is projecting a vision into 
the future; but what it may be doing most decisively 
is in fact the reverse. For what appears to be a pro- 
jection from the present into the future in the novel 
is from another point of view seeing the present 
through the eyes of the future ...” 


Change in South Africa, according to Cling- 
man reading Gordimer, is inevitable but “nothing 
new has been born.” And that is why the ambigu- 
ity of the novel’s end is fitting. 


Rowland Smith, in his 1990 essay, focuses on 
the frequency of impasse as a theme of Gordimer’s 
works and the way July’s People shatters this dead- 
lock. Instead of stalled and hesitant whites confused 
about how to behave toward blacks, the whole of 
white society is blown away: “ ... the collapse of 
white military power which the novel assumes is 
far less disturbing than the collapse of white moral 
power which it analyses. Part of the degradation of 
white suzerainty is shown to be white scruples 
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July’s People 
themselves, even the scruples of human, dissenting 
whites. The paradox which epitomizes the dead- 
lock of the book’s ending is that only when the 
black man refuses to talk the white woman’s lan- 
guage is she able to understand ‘everything.’ ” 


Kathrin Wagner’s recent book, Rereading Na- 
dine Gordimer, discusses many features of the 
novel. One element she focuses on is the “bil- 
dungsroman” element; that is, she watches Mau- 
reen’s journey through a “heart of darkness” as one 
of self-discovery. Her journey, moreover, is that of 
a person in the “anguish of the only partially re- 
deemed as history catches up with them.” In such 
a reading, the run towards the helicopter—sign of 
civilization, technology, or the larger movements 
of history—with its complimentary baptismal dip 
in the river, becomes a simple reflex. Aware of the 
shallowness of her former life and, therefore, feel- 
ing even more out of place in the village, she seizes 
the moment and flees. 


Still, according to Wagner, the novel falls 
apart at the end. “In her writing,” says Wagner, 
“she implicitly and explicitly urges onward a his- 
torical process whose revolutionary phase must de- 
stroy the comfortable contexts within which she 
writes.” 


Criticism 


Darren Felty 

Felty is a visiting instructor at the College of 
Charleston. In the following essay, he examines 
Nadine Gordimer’s depiction of the relationship 
between her characters’ social status and their self- 
perceptions, which collapse after the overthrow of 
white rule in South Africa. 


Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People explores the 
nature of revolution, both on a political and a per- 
sonal level. When the white Smales family must 
flee the violence that erupts to end the caustic racial 
oppression of South African apartheid, they lose 
not only their economic and social status but also 
any firm sense of their own identities. 


The novel’s title, in fact, underscores the in- 
definite nature of the relationships in the book. For 
instance, the fact that July is the servant of the 
Smales makes the family, to July’s village, “July’s 
people.” However, when the Smales must try to 
adapt to living in this village, they encounter July’s 
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other “people”—his family, as well as July’s ex- 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


• Gordimer won the Booker Prize for her 1974 
novel The Conservationist. The novel fictional- 
izes the consciousness of the agricultural settlers 
in South Africa and sets up the question being 
answered in Burger’s Daughter and July’s Peo- 
ple. The question is, what role will whites have 
in the future of South Africa? 


¢ Burger’s Daughter, also by Gordimer (1979), 
won several awards but was banned in South 
Africa. It is the story of a woman very much the 
opposite of Maureen Smales. She is Rosa 
Burger, the daughter of Lionel Burger (a fic- 
tionalization of Abram Fischer—a very promi- 
nent leader of the South African Communist 
Party), whose self-liberation from familial re- 
straints requires acceptance of her political in- 
heritance and challenges apartheid. One of the 
sources for this novel was Joe Slovo’s 1976 es- 
say, “South Afmca-No Middle Road”. 


¢ July’s People has often been compared to Wait- 
ing for the Barbarians (1980), by J.M. Coetzee, 
because of similar questions about the fate of 
those in power. Coetzee’s story is a parable 
about colonialism told by the magistrate of a 
fort. A garrison has come to help defend the fort 
against unseen barbarians. Eventually, the gar- 
rison retreats and things return to normal, but 
it’s unclear whether anyone will survive the 





coming winter or when the barbarians will at- 
tack. 


e When the crackdown on dissent came in the 
1960s in the wake of the ANC ban, Ruth First 
was one of the first to be imprisoned. She wrote 
about her experience in a novel called 117 Days 
(1965). She was assassinated by letter bomb in 
1982 and was survived by her husband, who was 
living in exile, Joe Slovo. 


¢ Gordimer’s novel makes constant mention of 
health problems. Randall M. Pakard’s 1990 
work, White Plague, Black Labor: Tuberculosis 
and the Political Economy of Health and Dis- 
ease in South Africa (Comparative Studies of 
Health Systems and M), discusses the daunting 
health problems of South Africa. 


e G. H. L. Le May’s 1995 work, The Afrikaners: 
An Historical Interpretation, attempts to put 
some perspective on the people known as 
Afrikaners and their political system known as 
apartheid. He does so with hindsight and from 
a new South Africa. 


e In 1987, Universal Pictures released a film, en- 
titled Cry Freedom, about the events which led 
South Africans to suspect that a revolution was 
imminent. Denzel Washington played Steve 
Biko and Kevin Kline played Donald Woods, 
the editor of the Daily Dispatch. 


tended “people,” black South Africans. They also 
find that in becoming July’s responsibility in his 
home, their own status as his “people” makes them 
both dependent on him and an unwelcome burden 
to him. 


In the process of this discovery, Maureen 
Smales discovers that her previous views of her- 
self as a wife, mother, and liberal humanitarian 
were false since they were based on her economic 
and racial privileges. Her most painful realizations 
come during her confrontations with July, when she 
becomes aware of her inability to communicate 
with him and he forces her to recognize the true 
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nature of their relationship. Maureen’s losses cul- 
minate in her possibly suicidal rush to escape her 
situation at the novel’s end. 


Gordimer continually emphasizes the relation- 
ship between material possession and power in the 
book. Accustomed to a life defined in part by eco- 
nomuc security and ownership, the Smales struggle 
to maintain their former sense of themselves once 
these material supports have been destroyed. The 
Smales children at first maintain this ethic of own- 
ership, but they soon adapt themselves to their new 
situation, learning the village ways and redefining 
themselves within this context. Maureen and Bam, 
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however, never fully adapt to their environment be- 
cause their self-definitions rely on their status as 
possessors. Now dispossessed, politically, cultur- 
ally, and economically, they cling to their few re- 
maining belongings in order to maintain their iden- 
tities. 

The bakkie, in particular, becomes an object 
of contention for them. They fear July’s appropri- 
ation of the bakkie both because he now controls 
their only means of escape and because his own- 
ership of the vehicle inverts their relationship with 
him. In Johannesburg, they supervised his move- 
ments in the city. Now, however, July frustrates 
their futile attempts to maintain their independence 
by implicitly claiming the bakkie as his own. 


Both he and the Smales recognize the conse- 
quences of his decision, as his first major con- 
frontation with Maureen reveals, During their con- 
versation, he insists on referring to himself as her 
“boy” and asserts that while she gave him the house 
keys in Johannesburg, she never completely trusted 
him to do his work. Maureen sees July’s use of 
“boy” aS a weapon, since the Smales never used 
the word. July views this as a rationalization and 
not using the word did not change the nature of 
their relationship. They were his employers, and he 
was completely dependent on them. And they 
treated him as such. 


When Maureen contends that their relationship 
has now changed, July insults her by asking if she 
is going to pay him this month. Throughout their 
argument, he consistently reaffirms the economic 
foundations and divisions in their relationship. July 
keeps the keys and leaves Maureen profoundly dis- 
concerted; he has made her recognize the economic 
underpinnings of her perceptions of both him and 
herself. 


Not only material deprivation brings Maureen 
to the point of internal crisis. She also suffers from 
her inability to find a worthwhile role in either her 
family or the village community. She cannot ful- 
fill a motherly role because her children adapt to 
village life without her assistance. And Bam ulti- 
mately becomes only the “blonde man” to her, as 
she becomes only “her” to him. Maureen and Bam 
become alienated from one another because they 
cannot identify with each other outside of their for- 
mer domestic context, which defined them both. 


Also, while Bam can perform small tasks like 
building a water tank and hunting with his shotgun, 
Maureen cannot work with the other women. She 
hopes to encourage a sense of feminine kinship be- 
tween her and the village women, but July thwarts 
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her attempts by disapproving of her actions. Yet 
even with July’s approval, the women would not 
welcome Maureen. She believes she can transcend 
their racial differences, but the black women see 
her not as a fellow woman sharing in their en- 
deavors but as an incompetent white woman who 
cannot perform even simple tasks. She becomes 
frozen in a now bankmppt role: July’s white “mis- 
tress” to whom others cater. 


Once again, a confrontation with July under- 
scores Maureen’s predicament, since he will not al- 
low her to improve her status to him and, thus, the 
other villagers. She desires an effective means of 
communication with him, but such communication 
proves impossible because of the limits of his Eng- 
lish. The English they spoke in Johannesburg was 
not a problem because “it was based on orders and 
responses, not the exchange of ideas and feelings.” 


In their former roles, Maureen did not need to 
communicate complex ideas to July and did not 
need to discuss her emotional situation or his own 
needs. Their language proved functional and kept 
them at a distance from one another. Now this lan- 
guage is both an impediment to understanding and 
a means for July to maintain his distance from Mau- 
reen. For instance, when July disapproves of her 
desire to work with the other women, Maureen asks 
if he is afraid she will tell Martha “something.” An- 
gered, July responds, “—What you can tell?— ... 
—That I’m work for you fifteen years. That you 
satisfy with me—.” Once again, he asserts the mer- 
cantile nature of their relationship. She has no spe- 
cial knowledge of him that can prove valuable to 
her or dangerous to him. They were not friends and 
she did not know him. In fact, her pretense of lib- 
eral tolerance and respect actually humiliated him. 


Thus, in her attempts to overcome the con- 
straints of her current existence, Maureen actually 
discovers the limits of her former existence and the 
arrogance of her comfortable sense of personal 
worth. Having believed herself a woman of humane 
values with a secure place in the world, she now 
recognizes that she depended on an accepted cul- 
tural dominance over others to define her social 
(and familial) roles. Now at the mercy of a new 
cultural context, she is subject to the perceptions 
and definitions of others. 


Maureen’s fragile self-perceptions and her 
hopes of establishing a fruitful relationship with 
July are dealt a crippling blow in her final argu- 
ment with him. When Bam’s gun, their last pos- 
session, is stolen, Maureen tries to force July to re- 
trieve it, desperately relying on him to salvage 
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some sense of their former power. Instead, by de- 
claring that she has become an unwanted burden to 
him and that he cannot help her, July makes Mau- 
reen feel “stampeded by a wild rush of need to de- 
stroy everything between them.” She accuses him 
of stealing from her in Johannesburg, reasserting 
her property owner’s right to indignation. He de- 
nies the accusation and, enraged, speaks to her in 
his own language. In this moment, Maureen un- 
derstands him for the first time and realizes that she 
had perceived him as she wanted to perceive him, 
made him into her idea of him. He, however, never 
needed her approval but drew his sense of man- 
hood from his family. Therefore, when the eco- 
nomic and social structures of white South Africa 
unravel, he retains crucial elements of his sense of 
self while hers disintegrates. 


Because Maureen finally achieves an insight 
into July’s character, the reader might think that 
this moment could lead to understanding between 
them and help forge a new, mutually beneficial re- 
lationship. Gordimer undermines such an opti- 
mistic reading, however, when Maureen confronts 
July with words that “sank into the broken clay 
walls like spilt blood.” She tells him that he will 
profit from the losses of others, that he wants the 
possessions he never had before, regardless of their 
human cost. These possessions will make him feel 
important until, like the bakkie, they become in- 
operative and useless. Then he, too, will experience 
the same deprivation as the Smales, since they all 
draw their worth from what they own. 


In an action that reveals Maureen’s final, des- 
perate association of herself with material posses- 
sion, “she lurched over and posed herself, a 
grotesque, against the vehicle’s hood,” aligning 
herself as a sexual accoutrement to economic sta- 
tus. Her attempt fails, though, because “the death’s 
harpy image she made of herself meant nothing to 
him, who had never been to a motor show com- 
plete with provocative girls.” July does not share 
the cultural references from which Maureen derives 
her gesture of self-humiliation. Thus, she can nei- 
ther fulfill a sexual role in July’s domain, nor can 
she impress upon him that he, too, has been cor- 
rupted by greed and a complacent sense of superi- 
ority. She is left with only her comprehension of 
her own entrapment and powerlessness. 


This comprehension may explain Maureen’s 
ambiguous flight from the village toward an 
unidentified helicopter at the novels end. 
Gordimer provides no direct explanation of either 
Maureen’s motivations or the consequences of her 


202 


actions, but the images she employs imply both the 
helicopter’s threat and Maureen’s internal trans- 
formation. Maureen experiences the sound of the 
helicopter as a sexual invasion as “her body in its 
rib-cage is thudded with deafening vibration, in- 
vaded by a force pumping, jigging in its monstrous 
orgasm,” and she sees the helicopter with “its land- 
ing gear like spread legs, battling the air with 
whirling scythes.” These images imply rape and 
warfare, but Maureen does not react fearfully to the 
helicopter, as 1f she is either unmoved by or actu- 
ally welcomes the danger the helicopter poses. It 
could hold “saviours,’ who would presumably 
harken a return of white control, or “murderers,” 
either black or white, who come to punish. 


In her flight to reach the helicopter, she runs 
past “the man’s voice and the voices of children 
speaking in English” and enters the river “like some 
member of a baptismal sect to be born again.” In 
the end, she runs for herself alone, like an animal 
“existing only for their lone survival, the enemy of 
all that would make claims of responsibility.” The 
distanced description of the Smales family implies 
Maureen’s disassociation from her husband and 
children, and the baptismal imagery clearly evokes 
the possibility of a new birth. But a birth into what? 
Maureen appears to slough off both her familial 
obligations and her current internal conflicts, but 
Gordimer leaves open the question of exactly what 
she desires to transform into. Left with no ideals 
with which to define herself, Maureen seems to run 
by instinct toward some sense of closure, escaping 
the conditions that have proven so destructive to 
her, even if this escape means her death. 


As Maureen realizes, the violent overthrow of 
apartheid entails not only a political revolt but also 
“an explosion of roles.” She can no longer be 
“Maureen Smales,” the middle-class Johannesburg 
wife and mother, because the preconceptions upon 
which she grounded her sense of self-worth col- 
lapse with the radical shifts in her social position. 
And she cannot become one of “July’s people” be- 
cause both she and they cannot escape the cultural 
definitions and prejudices that prohibit real inti- 
macy between them. Therefore, her firm, comfort- 
able perceptions of herself give way to utter empti- 
ness, a vacancy inside of her to match the vacant 
horizons of the bush country. And fleeing this 
emptiness seems to be her only recourse as she, like 
the South Africa that Gordimer portrays, runs from 
a sterile past to an indefinite, ominous future. 


Source: Darren Felty, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998. 
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Nicholas Visser 


Visser offers his interpretation on the ambigu- 
ous ending of July’s People. 


It is hardly surprising that the ending of Na- 
dine Gordimer’s July’s People should have occa- 
sioned a fair amount of puzzlement. As Maureen 
Smales runs towards the helicopter, neither she nor 
the reader has any way of knowing ‘whether it 
holds saviours or murderers; and-—-even if she were 
to have identified the markings—for whom.’ And 
not knowing that, we are left uncertain what to 
make of the conclusion. 


One impression readers may gain from the fi- 
nal pages of the novel is that they constitute what 
Russian Formalists called a ‘zero ending’, an end- 
ing in which the conclusion is left hanging in the 
air. Certainly, given Gordimer’s guiding concep- 
tion of the historical moment in which she was en- 
gaged in writing the novel, a zero ending would 
make sense. She chose as an epigraph for July’s 
People a well-known formulation by Gramsci that 
was to become particularly significant for her: “The 
old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this in- 
terregnum there arises a great diversity of morbid 
symptoms.’ A notion of interregnum—a moment 
between two states of affairs, in which outcomes 
are not only unclear but cannot yet come into be- 
ing—is necessarily going to make closure prob- 
lematic. Nevertheless, 1 hope to show that, how- 
ever perplexing the ending of July’s People may 
be, it is not simply left hanging. 


What we might think of as the polarities in in- 
terpretative responses to the ending of the novel 
have been outlined by Stephen Clingman and Mar- 
garet Lenta. Clingman is so far the only critic to 
opt for what might be thought of as the positive in- 
terpretation: 


at the end of the novel Maureen is running. The cir- 
cumstances in which this occurs are ambiguous, but 
their significance surely is not. An unmarked heli- 
copter has flown over near July’s village and is com- 
ing down to land. No one knows whether it is manned 
by freedom fighters or by the South African army. 
But Maureen knows she must mn. She is running 
from old structures and relationships, which have led 
her to this cul-de-sac; but she is also running towards 
her revolutionary destiny. She does not know what 
that destiny may be, whether it will bring death or 
life. All she knows is that it is the only authentic fu- 
ture awaiting her. 


The confidence of Clingman’s second sentence 
(‘their significance surely is not’) is belied by what 
follows. At precisely the moment we are to be in- 
formed of the significance, we are told ‘she is run- 
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ning ... towards her revolutionary destiny’. The 
phrase is rhetorically impressive, but it is more of 
an evasion than an explanation. Linking it to a gen- 
eralized notion of authenticity only further obscures 
whatever significance the ending might be thought 
to have. Clingman sets out to address the problem 
of the ending; he ends up writing his way out of 
the interpretative dilemma the ending creates. 


Clingman’s account of the novel nowhere sug- 
gests why Gordimer would want to provide Mau- 
reen with a positive ending. Everything the novel 
discloses about Maureen’s life ‘back there’, before 
South Africa boiled over into full-scale civil war, 
renders her as the very type of the white suburban 
liberal. Clingman himself recounts Gordimer’s 
public break with South African liberalism in 1974, 
some seven years before the publication of July’s 
People. To suggest, in light of that break, that such 
a figure moves at the conclusion of the novel to- 
wards a positive resolution of her dilemma would 
have to entail that Maureen has undergone some 
sort of conversion experience, a moment of Aris- 
totelian anagnorisis or self-recognition. No such 
experience is rendered at the conclusion of the 
novel. Indeed, in linking her final action to her con- 
frontation with July, Clingman has to supply Mau- 
reen with thoughts that are nowhere expressed: ‘she 
realizes that this too [the reversal of roles whereby 
July is now dominant] is a circle she must break 
out of.’ 


Lenta takes issue with Clingman’s account of 
the ending, discounting not only his positive inter- 
pretation but also the view, perhaps set out most 
clearly by Rowland Smith, that the ending is am- 
biguous and inconclusive. For Lenta, 


The fact that the nationality and loyalties of the crew 
of the plane are unknown to [Maureen], and that there 
has been earlier reference to several opposing South 
African and foreign contenders for power suggests 
strongly to me that Gordimer intends us to reflect on 
the negative meaning of her act: she is leaving, not 
joining. Our verdict is to be passed on the education 
and social conditioning of a white woman of our own 
day. 


At first glance Lenta’s suggestion that the 
novel prompts a critique of the social conditioning 
of Maureen in particular and, by extension, liberal 
values in general is persuasive. Such a view would 
certainly seem more in accord with Gordimer’s re- 
assessment of South African liberalism than Cling- 
man’s view. Somewhat less certain is what con- 
nection that might have with the ending. The 
critique is woven into the entire fabric of the novel; 
it does not have to wait for the ending to be initi- 
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OO ite sek a question of 
deciding whether she is running 
towards’ or running ‘away 
from’. In any event, there is no 
clear support in the text for 
either view. She is drawn to the 
helicopter, by a power she does 
not understand, does not even 


reflect on.” 





ated. Moreover, a critique does not imply a com- 
prehensively negative judgement. After all, the 
Smaleses are not the villains of the piece, and cer- 
tainly in the context of South African politics and 
history, not villains in any more general way ei- 
ther. Gordimer’s critique of South African liberal- 
ism does not include the facile premise that liber- 
als are fully the partners of white racists. The 
Smaleses are, to be sure, limited, and those limita- 
tions are explored at length; nevertheless, the novel 
does not in any straightforward way condemn the 
Smaleses. What it does, and does unrelentingly, is 
expose the intractable contradictions inherent in the 
lives of such people. In this respect, the novel does 
not seek to incriminate the Smaleses, but to lay bare 
the conditions of their social existence. 


Clingman and Lenta are unable to provide con- 
vincing grounds for their views of the ending. 
Clingman assures us that its significance is obvi- 
ous, but cannot say with sufficient clarity just what 
it is. Lenta says that Maureen’s running ‘suggests 
strongly’ to her that the ending is to be construed 
negatively, but it is not immediately clear why the 
uncertainty about the helicopter’s occupants or the 
fact of contending military forces should suggest 
anything in particular. Their claims to the contrary, 
within the framework of interpretation they share, 
the conclusion to the novel is undecidable. 


That framework centres the significance of the 
ending on the particular action of an individual 
character—Maureen’s running. The meaning of the 
ending, then, hinges on its significance within the 
fate of the individual. Given Gordimer’s break with 
liberalism and commitment to an avowedly radical 
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position, which must at the very least imply a shift 
from the privileging of the individual over the col- 
lectivity to a position directly contrary to that, it 
becomes open to question whether any interpreta- 
tion which does not shift its gaze beyond Maureen 
can hope to account for the ending. 


One feature of the ending, unremarked by ei- 
ther critic, may provide a clue to what Gordimer is 
about. The helicopter’s approach is represented in 
a language of aggressive sexuality. We read of the 
village ‘cringing beneath the hoverer’; Maureen is 
‘invaded by a force pumping, jigging in its mon- 
strous orgasm’; the helicopter descends with ‘its 
landing gear like spread legs’, making a ‘rutting 
racket’. The helicopter is the figure of a rapist; 
Maureen moves spontaneously towards it. That 
might appear to lend itself to a negative interpre- 
tation of the ending, but something quite different 
is in fact implied, or so I believe. 


What I want to suggest about the ending will 
doubtless seem, at least initially, unlikely to the 
point of being bizarre. All I can ask is that readers 
bear with me for a moment. My suggestion is that 
behind the ending of July’s People is another text 
—Yeats’s “Leda and the Swan’. Copyright statutes 
preclude quoting the poem in full, which is unfor- 
tunate since a direct comparison would make it eas- 
ier to argue my case. 


What initially prompted my impression that 
Gordimer is invoking Yeats’s poem is a series of 
parallel expressions embedded in the sexually 
charged language. Some of the parallels are fairly 
strongly marked; others are subtle echoes. There 
are at least four of the more direct parallels: 
Gordimer has ‘A racket of blows’, Yeats opens the 
poem with ‘A sudden blow’; Gordimer has the 
‘shuddering of air’, Yeats ‘A shudder in the loins’; 
Gordimer has ‘terrifying thing’, Yeats ‘terrified 
vague fingers’. The most persuasive parallel is 
Gordimer’s ‘the beating wings of its noise’ and 
Yeats’s ‘the great wings beating still’. Since heli- 
copters do not have wings, it would appear that the 
reference is retained to preserve the connection be- 
tween the two texts, and to reproduce the excited 
atmosphere of the moment. 


If the more obvious echoes and parallels led 
me to wonder about the possible connection be- 
tween the two works, other features reinforced the 
case. The ending of July’s People has some curi- 
ous stylistic features. There is, for instance, an un- 
usual use of the passive: ‘A high ringing is pro- 
duced in her ears, her body ... is thudded with 
deafening vibration, invaded by a force’; and “She 
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is righted’. Related to this are such expressions as 
‘she must have screwed up her eyes: she could not 
have said what colour it was’. And finally, there is 
the shift in the final chapter to the present tense. 
Such stylistic devices may be seen as transforma- 
tions of some of the linguistic forms and effects of 
“Leda and the Swan’, notably the mixing of pre- 
sent and past tenses, and the questions of the sec- 
ond quatrain and the conclusion of the poem. 


What is involved in these stylistic devices is 
the relation established between Maureen and the 
helicopter on the one hand and Leda and Zeus in 
the form of a swan on the other. In both works, the 
violently possessed woman 1s overwhelmed by the 
violator. Not just physically—the very will to re- 
sist is obliterated. The stylistic features in both texts 
also operate to blur perspective so that descriptions 
made ostensibly in the voice of the speaker or nar- 
rator are given from the standpoint of, or filtered 
through the numbed, barely registering conscious- 
ness of, the woman. The ‘racket of blows’ is not 
just stated; it is experienced by Maureen: it ‘comes 
down at her head’, just as the ‘sudden blow’ and 
‘the great wings beating’ are registered, if only 
dimly, by the consciousness of Leda. The passives 
in July’s People reproduce stylistically the sub- 
mission of Maureen to the ‘force’ of the helicopter, 
just as Leda is ‘mastered by the brute blood of the 
air’. 


It is never easy to demonstrate that one text 
functions as a source for another. The moment one 
attempts to set out the traces of the one work in the 
other, the relations between the two, for all that they 
seemed so obvious, suddenly seem quite tenuous. 
Nevertheless, I think a careful reading of the two 
works will persuade readers that “Leda and the 
Swan’ underlies Gordimer’s conclusion. What is 
more, I think the relation between the two is cru- 
cial for our understanding of the ending of July’s 
People. 


The standard interpretation of Yeats’s poem 
situates it within his reworking of Viconian notions 
of historical cycles. Following her rape by Zeus, 
Leda gives birth to Helen of Troy, whose abduc- 
tion by Paris gives rise to the Trojan War. The ed- 
itors of The Norton Anthology of Poetry provide a 
gloss that sets out the conventional understanding 
of the poem: “Yeats saw Leda as the recipient of 
an annunciation that would found Greek civiliza- 
tion, as the Annunciation to Mary would found 
Christianity’ [Allison, et al., 1983.] 


Such an ‘annunciation’ is what I believe is sug- 
gested in Maureen’s final action. It is not a ques- 
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tion of deciding whether she is running ‘towards’ 
or running ‘away from’. In any event, there is no 
clear support in the text for either view. She is 
drawn to the helicopter, by a power she does not 
understand, does not even reflect on. On her way, 
she crosses the river, undergoing what is explicitly 
figured as a ‘baptismal’ experience—a ritual 
cleansing—in which she is ‘born again’, and passes 
over the ‘landmark of the bank she has never 
crossed to before’. 


The imminent convergence of Maureen and 
the helicopter, like the convergence of Leda and 
the god-swan, heralds a new civilization, a new 
epoch for South Africa that cannot, particularly 
from within a moment of interregnum, be described 
but can only be symbolically prefigured in a 
prophetic gesture of revolutionary optimism. If in 
the interregnum, as Gramsci puts it, ‘the new can- 
not be born’, the convergence, taking the metaphor 
a vital step further, is a moment of insemination, 
from which new possibilities will emerge. The sig- 
nificance of Gordimer’s conclusion lies not, then, 
in the particular fate of Maureen: it does not really 
matter whether we see her opened up to negative 
judgement or going to seek her revolutionary des- 
tiny (though the latter, in its very vagueness, comes 
closer to capturing what is going on at the end of 
the novel). Maureen has been overtaken by some- 
thing far larger than herself, than her self. The end- 
ing is neither positive (in any narrow sense fo- 
cussed on the vicissitudes of Maureen) nor 
negative; it is not even undecidable or inconclu- 
sive. At this moment of closure, July’s People 
moves from a mode of future projection concerned, 
as Clingman notes, with ‘seeing the present through 
the eyes of the future’ to a mode of revolutionary, 
Utopian vision—a future projection intimating a 
realm of possibilities beyond interregnum. 


Source: Nicholas Visser, “Beyond the Interregnum: A Note 
of the Ending of July’s People” in Rendering Things Visi- 
ble: Essays on South African Literary Culture, edited by 
Martin Trump, Ohio University Press, 1990, pp. 61-67. 


Nancy Bailey 

In this article, Bailey argues that the subject 
of July’s People is actually “Maureen Smales’ dis- 
covery that she has no substance and no self.” 


July’s People moves to a world of the future 
where the fears of the whites in all Gordimer’s 
books have become reality—the revolution has oc- 
curred, the whites are dispossessed and have no 
means of escape from the riots and the burning of 
their cities. They have no place to go—except back 
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in time to the timelessness of the kraal, to the black 
primitive community of their servant July’s village 
people. The novel’s title reflects the two previously 
unconnected worlds which are brought together 
when July brings his city people, the white Smales 
family of Maureen and Bam and their three chil- 
dren, to his bush people, Martha his wife, his el- 
derly mother and his extended family. Neither side 
is prepared for the other and both are dismayed by 
the reality that replaces their dream fantasies. Only 
the Smales children cross the cultural chasm, in a 
few weeks going back thousands of years in soci- 
etal development. But since their hope lies in be- 
ing absorbed by the black community, not in chang- 
ing it, this hope does not alleviate the despair of 
the novel’s epigraph: “The old is dying and the new 
cannot be born.” ... 


The true subject of the novel is not the night- 
mare of South Africa as representative of “injus- 
tice and retribution, of betrayal and dispossession,” 
central though this concern is. [In “The Testing Out 
of Tomorrow,” TLS, 1981.] Instead, I will argue, 
the nightmare the novel records with tender but un- 
flinching honesty is that of Maureen Smales’ dis- 
covery that she has no substance and no self. The 
novel dramatizes the horrifying thesis (concerning 
even those of us lucky enough not to know of South 
Africa except through novels such as Gordimer’s) 
that without selfhood there can be no adaptation 
and no miracle of new birth from suffering. 


The novel’s form is dictated by this inner jour- 
ney. In both the beginning and the ending of the 
novel Gordimer raises the subject of delirium. Ini- 
tially, delirium serves as Maureen’s metaphor for 
the three-day-and-night journey hidden in the back 
of the truck that delivered her from the city to the 
bush. The novel proceeds to reflect, as in delirium 
or dream, memories that are both sharp in detail 
and yet discontinuous in time and in consciousness. 
Combined with an elliptical style the narrative form 
creates problems for the reader. But late in the 
novel Maureen associates the insubstantiality of 
time with her own disintegration. 


She was not in possession of any part of her life. One 
or another could only be turned up, by hazard. The 
background had fallen away; since that first morning 
she had become conscious in the hut, she had re- 
gained no established point of a continuing present 
from which to recognize her own sequence. 


In the novel’s opening, awakening in the hut 
that is “the prototype from which all the others had 
come and to which all returned,” in a space “con- 
fining in its immensity,” Maureen faces a return 
in time and in space which has the archetypal pos- 


sibility of birth or death, of womb or tomb. Her 
consciousness opens and closes the novel and at 
the end “she runs” towards the helicopter of un- 
known origin that has landed in the forest. On the 
surface it appears that the reader’s apprehension 
of death and destruction has been averted, and that 
a miracle has taken place. But one of the indica- 
tions that the ending is not hopeful is that the vi- 
tality of language that Gordimer uses as one sym- 
bol of new life struggling to be born is replaced 
by the sounds of the machine. The repeated refrain 
“lucky to be alive” becomes increasingly ironic 
and tragic as Maureen experiences the truth of her 
belated awareness that as “one ought to have 
known from the sufferings of saints ... miracles 
are horrors.” 


What is it that frustrates the miracles of re- 
birth? What is the nature of the self that the novel 
seeks and finds wanting? Maureen is not the only 
failure. Like her, July stripped of his persona is un- 
able to discover substance, while her husband Bam 
rather surprisingly reveals a self that survives the 
loss of everything on which his “civilized” identity 
has been predicated. The contrast with the two 
males illustrates Maureen’s plight. Let us turn first 
to July. 


Maureen feels she understands July and has al- 
ways been able to communicate with him better 
than her husband has, acting often as a translator 
between the white master and the black servant. 
Even when July becomes the master, Maureen con- 
tinues to confront him and draw responses from 
him in a way Bam cannot. Their understanding 
even when expressed as mutual hostility arises, 
Gordimer shows, from the way the black servant 
and the white mistress share a common entrapment 
in a system from which they have gained nothing 
but material security. Maureen’s name on July’s 
paycheques represents the abstraction of money 
that his village wife translates into the concrete of 
goods. But Maureen comes to realize that she her- 
self means nothing to July in any real sense.... 


Because his self is a reflection of his worth in 
the eyes of his women, July’s return to the village 
with his white people marks the crisis in his own 
self-regard. Perhaps intuitively he clung to the 
Smales and offered them asylum because they pro- 
vided him with a sense of selfhood, but when they 
appear in his world as his possessions his own peo- 
ple fail to respond to his master/servant role. In- 
stead of gaining prestige through his possession of 
this family he arouses the hostility of the matri- 
archy and becomes a victim of its power.... 
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July is further weakened by the loss of the 
young man, Daniel, before whom July could main- 
tain his persona of power which the women had 
stripped from him. But Daniel steals the Smales’s 
gun and returns to the city world of riot and vio- 
lence, which July’s own kindness prevents him 
from entering. The novel’s first words comment- 
ing on July’s action, however, connect this attribute 
to conditioning rather than to positive substance or 
virtue. “July bent at the doorway and began that 
day for them as his kind has always done for their 
kind....” 


Of the three central figures, July’s disposses- 
sion is the greatest, as is his innocence. His lan- 
guage fights against both grammatical structure and 
the absence of words in either English or his own 
dialect to describe his being and his situation as a 
victim of capitalism more than apartheid.... 


It was their possessions and their investments 
that kept the Smales in South Africa too long and 
prevented their emigration to Canada. But the loss 
of the possessions “back there” in the city has, 
Gordimer suggests, freed Bam to be fatherly and 
he assumes the role previously appropriated by July 
with the Smales children. Though Bam plays his 
new role with distinction, Gordimer does not ro- 
manticize the relationship, or suggest that it is a 
substitute for self-identity. As he leaves his son 
Victor behind when he goes to shoot the pigs, Bam 
has “a foretaste of the cold resentment that he 
would feel towards his son, sometime when he was 
a man; a presentiment of the expulsion from par- 
adise, not of childhood but of parenthood.” 


The theft of the gun is a devastating blow to 
Bam’s power and pride both in societal and psy- 
chological terms, yet it is he who recovers himself 
the same night to feed the children while Maureen 
retreats to the hut, drinking the whole of the water 
bottle “like an alcoholic who hides away to indulge 
secret addiction.” Bam’s adaptation is a remarkable 
and hopeful indication of a species characteristic 
essential for survival but it is not as remarkable as 
his response to the loss of his wife. The relations 
between husband and wife, Gordimer suggests, are 
the ones in which the most profound and far-reach- 
ing effects for the self are to be found. The sexual 
desire fostered and apparently dependent on the 
materialism of the “master bedroom” life disap- 
pears in the enforced intimacy of the squalid hut, 
brought to life once only by the aphrodisiac of the 
meal of meat. Though Bam recognizes that Mau- 
reen’s gesture of baring her breasts before him “was 
not an intimacy but a castration of his sexuality and 
hers,” he remains tender and protective towards 


Volume 4 


July’s People 
her. It is Maureen’s withdrawal from him that ren- 
ders Bam silent, an impotence more serious than 
the loss of sexual desire. 


The summons of the family to the chief’s vil- 
lage makes it clear how little connection remains 
between the couple. The title of the only book they 
bring to the bush, The Betrothed, becomes an iron- 
ically apt reminder that the union of Bam Smales 
and Maureen Hetherington was a product of a 
world that no longer has any reality. Maureen can- 
not comprehend the fiction because her own life 
has become fictive: 


She was in another time, place and consciousness; it 
pressed in upon her and filled her as someone’s 
breath fills a balloon’s shape. She was already not 
what she was. No fiction could compete with what 
she was finding she did not know, could not have 
imagined or discovered through imagination. They 
had nothing. 


The ambiguous “they” refers as much to the 
Smales as to the villagers. 


It is Bam, however, who relates the depriva- 
tion to the loss of communication with his wife. As 
they prepare to face the village chief who Bam fears 
will expel them, he longs to share his concern with 
Maureen. But he recognizes that 


he did not know to whom to speak these days, when 
he spoke to her. Maureen. His wife. The daughter of 
the nice old fellow who had worked underground all 
his life ... The girl in leotards teaching modern dance 
to blacks at nightschool.... The consort clients meant 
when they said: And we’d so much like you and your 
wife to come to dinner.... The woman to whom he 
was “my husband”.... 


Her. Not “Maureen.” Not “his wife.” The presence 
in the mud hut, mute with an activity of being, of 
sense of self he could not follow because here there 
were no familiar areas in which it could be visual- 
ized moving, no familiar entities that could be shap- 
ing it. With “her” there was no undersurface of recog- 
nition; only moments of finding each other out ... He 
had no idea how she would deal with his certainty. 
There was no precedent to go on, with her. And he 
himself. How to deal with it. How to accept, ex- 
plain—to anyone: after all these days when his pur- 
pose (his male dignity put to the test by “Maureen,” 
“his wife,” Victor, Gina, Royce, who were living on 
mealie-meal) had been how to get away—now it was 
how to stay.... 


Although Bam survives the loss of language 
that accompanies loss of identity, the novel offers 
no assurance of his rebirth, or of the reintegration 
of self and community that the researches of Carl 
Jung suggest is essential for true individuation. 
[The Collected Works, 1970] Nevertheless Bam, 
alone of the three protagonists, remains in what 
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The novel dramatizes the 
horrifying thesis (concerning even 
those of us lucky enough not to 
know of South Africa except 
through novels such as 
Gordimer's) that without 
selfhood there can be no 
adaptation and no miracle of 
new birth from suffering.” 





Jung suggests is the feminine mode (necessary for 
both males and females) of relatedness, as well as 
the masculine one (equally necessary for both 
sexes) of action and thought. [The Collected Works, 
1970] As the novel ends, Bam’s identity 1s focused 
at the most primitive level—of connection to his 
offspring, an ironic reversal of the roles enacted in 
the middle class suburb “back there” by the 
mother/wife, but parallel to the way July’s Martha 
retains identity despite both the absence of her hus- 
band and his theoretical dominance. In contrast, at 
the end of the novel, Maureen 


runs: trusting herself with all the suppressed trust of 
a lifetime, alert like a solitary animal at the season 
when animals neither seek a mate nor take care of 
young, existing only for their lone survival, the en- 
emy of all that would make claims of responsibility. 


The last words of the novel are those of the 
simple sentence, “She runs.” But is the helicopter 
towards which she is running the symbol of the sur- 
vival she seeks and an implied authorial validation 
of the state of individualism without reponsibility, 
or conversely the final symbol of a delusion, a sym- 
bol of death rather than life? From the social/po- 
litical aspect of the novel the latter seems more 
likely, since it is more probable that the helicopter 
is manned by black revolutionaries alerted to the 
existence of the white family by Daniel than that 
it represents an American deus ex machina. Even 
if it were the hoped for means of return to civi- 
lization, nothing in the novel suggests that Mau- 
reen is able to run to something new, a truly recre- 
ative or restorative world that would replace the 
one in which all her life she has lived without ac- 
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knowledging it as an exploiter of and parasite on 
the black. Though she may now be able to ac- 
knowledge the truth of the Life photograph of her- 
self as a schoolgirl accompanied by her black friend 
Lydia who is bearing Maureen’s case on her head, 
her sojourn in the bush has not shown her how to 
alter her condition. The “real fantasies of the bush” 
that she dreams of as she runs “delude more in- 
ventively than the romantic forests of Grimm and 
Disney,” but what they invent are what she asso- 
clates with the security of her lost part—“the smell 
of boiled potatoes ... promises a kitchen, a house,” 
and “the patches where airy knob-thorn trees stand 
free of the undergrowth and the grass and orderly 
clumps of Barberton daisies and drifts of nemesia 
belong to the artful nature of a public park.” 


What Maureen runs to is a return to the illu- 
sion of identity created by a world of privilege and 
possession. What she runs from is her failure to 
find any creative source for re-birth. Interestingly 
Jung suggests that in the second stage of life it is 
the mother who represents the symbol of the “un- 
conscious as the creative matrix of the future.” 
Maureen is fleeing from motherhood, and her own 
mother is significant by her absence in her daugh- 
ter’s memories—displaced entirely by the father, 
the miner “Boss.” But unlike her father, who went 
below ground and lost a finger in the danger of his 
work with black helpers, Maureen has lost touch 
with the reality of the lives of those she depends 
upon. She enters July’s rooms in the Smales’s sub- 
urban yard only to minister to him when he is ill, 
and in the bush instead of going to July’s hut she 
demands that July come to her.... 


Maureen is forced to accept her failure in the 
area she had most prided herself on being superior, 
the area of communication based on sensation, feel- 
ing and intuition, traditionally associated with the 
feminine. Her access to the matriarchal realm 
where this often unspoken language is inextricably 
connected to a power of thought and action that 
dominates the male even while appearing subver- 
sive to him is blocked. 


The only unqualified triumph of the novel be- 
longs to the matriarchs, Martha and the mother. No 
matter who mans the helicopter, they will be freed 
of the unwanted white people, and they have sac- 
rificed nothing of their own sense of self in the in- 
terval. Nevertheless, again (as with Bam’s paternal 
role) Gordimer refuses to romanticize Martha and 
the mother, who represent the matriarchal way. It 
is the “old way” and for all its strength and dignity 
in its own time and place, there can be no turning 
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back to it for someone who has known a different 
conception of human experience. Maureen can no 
more go back in time than can Martha go forward. 
As Martha tells July when he suggests that he will 
take her to the city with him, “Can you see me in 
their yard! How would I know my road, who would 
tell me where to go?” 


But for Maureen, without access to the old way 
and without ability to create a new one the final 
image is that of “death’s harpy ... a grotesque 
against the vehicle’s hood.” Maureen’s 1s the great- 
est tragedy of the novel for she has the closest in- 
stinctual link to the two creative forces the novel 
posits for which language is the symbol—the Eros 
of feminine relatedness and the Logos of mascu- 
line thought and action. The androgynous balance 
the novel supports though the demonstration of its 
absence in time present cannot be taken as a sym- 
bol for solution on the social/political level, but per- 
haps in its realization by individuals of both races 
lies the only hope for the future, for South Africa 
as a nation, and for each of us as individuals. 


Source: Nancy Bailey, “Living Without the Future: Nadine 
Gordimer’s July’s People” in World Literature Written in 
English, autumn, 1984, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 215-224. 
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In his Dictionary of Literary Biography article on 
Bernard Malamud, Joel Salzberg notes that the au- 
thor “holds a preeminence among Jewish-Ameri- 
can writers that has consistently been reaffirmed by 
recent critical assessments.” Malamud, however, 
began his career with his popular first novel, The 
Natural, influenced by his love of baseball and his 
fascination with stories of the mythological quest 
for the Holy Grail. The novel’s allegorical frame- 
work blends realism and fantasy in its exploration 
of the theme of moral responsibility. Malamud em- 
ploys forces of good and evil to complicate the 
choices and consequences that face his protagonist. 


The novel introduces Roy Hobbs, an initially 
innocent young man, who strives to be “the best 
there ever was in the game” of baseball. As he at- 
tempts to reach that goal, his moral courage will be 
tested. Ultimately, this flawed hero will learn too 
late of the consequences of blind ambition. The 
novel received mixed reviews when it first ap- 
peared, due to its complex narrative structure. 
However, critical response grew to the point where 
many now consider it among Malamud’s best 
works. 





Author Biography 


Malamud set The Natural in New York City, 
where he was born in 1914 and raised by his Russ- 
ian Jewish immigrant parents. Growing up near 
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Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, Malamud became an 
avid fan of the Brooklyn Dodgers and of baseball 
as an American pastime. In 1936 he earned a B.A. 
from the City College of New York, where he be- 
came interested in the Grail legend, and in 1942 a 
MLA. in literature from Columbia University. Other 
than serving as a clerk at the Census Bureau in 
Washington, D.C. in 1940, he devoted his life to 
teaching and wnting. He began his teaching career 
in New York City high schools and from 1949 to 
1961 taught literature at Oregon State University. 
In 1962 he accepted a position at Bennington Col- 
lege in Vermont where he continued to teach until 
his death in 1986. 


Malamud published stones for his high school 
literary magazine, but his literary career did not be- 
gin until years later. Greatly affected by World War 
If and the horrors of the Holocaust, Malamud en- 
gaged in an exploration of his Jewish hentage. His 
first novel, The Natural, wntten while he was at 
Oregon State, would be one of the few works that 
would not center on a Jewish protagonist The 
novel does, however, explore the themes of suf- 
fering and redemption that Malamud would retum 
to in his later writings. While at Oregon State, he 
produced his most notable works including The As- 
sistant, The Magic Barrel ()958), and A New Life 
(1961). His work gained him several awards, in- 





cluding the National Book Award in fiction in [959 
for The Magic Barrel and in 1967 for The Fixer, 
and the Pulitzer Prize in fiction in 1967 for The 
Fixer. 





Plot Summary 


Part Г: “Pre-game’’ 

Bemard Malamud’s novel, The Natural fol- 
lows the career of baseball player Roy Hobbs from 
his first false start to his final failure. The story is 
divided into two parts, the first recounting an event 
during Roy's nineteenth year, and the second pick- 
ing up the story some fifteen years later. Although 
the first part is considerably shorter than the sec- 
ond, it is nonetheless just as important to the novel 
as a whole. 


The Natural opens on a train hurtling eastward 
toward Chicago. We learn that Коу 15 travelling 
with his manager Sarn for a try out with the Chicago 
Cubs. Other passengers on the train include Har- 
net Bird, a beautiful woman who catches Roy’s 
eye; Max Mercy, a curious sports writer; and Walt 
“The Whammer’” Whambold, the leading hitter in 
the American League. 


When the train makes an unexpected stop, the 
passengers leave the train and move toward a car- 
nival at the edge of a town. Roy comes to the at- 
tention of the Whammer when he consistently wins 
at a baseball contest. Angered at remarks that the 
Whammer makes toward Roy, Sam bets the Wham- 
mer that Roy can stoke him out. 


In the contest that follows, Roy does strike out 
the Whammer; however, his last pitch hits Sam in 
the chest so hard that the old man dies later that 
night on the train. The contest also focuses Harriet 
Bird’s attention on Roy. 


Sam's death leaves Roy alone in Chicago. To 
his surprise, he receives a telephone call from Har- 
net Burd, inviting him to her hotel room, Roy is 
overjoyed, thinking that Hamet must intend a sex- 
ual tryst. Instead, when Roy amves at her room, 
she shoots him in the gut with a silver bullet. 


Part I: “Batter Up” 

The second section jumps ahead fifteen years. 
Roy is now thirty-four, and has been signed to play 
with the Knights, a losing major league team man- 
aged by Pop Fisher. Now a batter rather than a 
pitcher, Roy sull cames hrs handmade bat, Won- 
derboy, with him. Roy amves as a man without a 
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past; neither the reader nor the other characters 
know where he has been or what he has done for 
the past fifteen years. Consequently, Roy’s arrival 
piques the interest of Max Mercy, who does not re- 
member their earlier encounter on the train. Max is 
determined to uncover the truth behind the mystery 
of Roy Hobbes. 


The team’s best player, Bump Baily, subjects 
Roy to innumerable practical jokes. However, the 
rivalry between Roy and Bump seems to motivate 
the other players. Meanwhile, Roy falls in love with 
Pop’s niece, Memo Paris, who is also Bump Baily’s 
girlfriend. 


The rivalry between Roy and Bump escalates 
until Bump accidentally kills himself by smashing 
into the outfield wall in pursuit of a fly ball. Roy 
then becomes the Knight’s top player. He contin- 
ues to pursue Memo, who rejects him. 


Roy longs for Memo and begins an extended 
hitting streak in an attempt to win her. Finally, he 
decides that he needs more money in order to court 
her properly. Therefore, he approaches Judge 
Goodwill Banner, the team owner, for a raise. 
Rather than convincing the Judge to give him a 
raise, Roy finds himself responsible for the uni- 
forms that Bump Baily destroyed. 


After his unsuccessful visit with the Judge, 
Roy is accosted by Max Mercy. Roy accompanies 
Max to a nightclub where he meets bookie Gus 
Sands who is there with Memo. After betting un- 
successfully with Gus, Roy performs a series of as- 
tounding magic tricks. For the first time since 
Bump’s death, Memo laughs. 


Later, Memo and Roy go for a drive. When 
Roy kisses Memo and touches her breast, she re- 
jects him. Pop Fisher warns Roy that Memo is no 
good for him. Roy enters a hitting slump. Memo 
continues to refuse to see Roy. Finally, during a 
game, a woman in a red dress stands up in the 
crowd. When Roy sees her, he smells a wonderful 
fragrance and knocks a pitch out of the ball park. 


The woman is [ris Lemon and she and Roy 
meet after the game. They walk along the 
lakeshore, and eventually make love. But when Iris 
tells Roy that she is a grandmother, Roy rejects her, 
and returns to his longing for Memo. 


Unbeknownst to Roy, Memo and Gus Sands 
plot to destroy Roy. Memo agrees to date Roy, but 
refuses his requests for sex. Somehow Roy’s sex- 
ual hunger is transformed into physical hunger. 
Memo urges Roy to eat and he gorges himself. 
When he returns to Memo’s room and drops his 
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pants in preparation for sex, he has a sharp pain in 
his stomach and he passes out. Roy’s gluttony 
nearly costs him his life. 


Now in the hospital, Roy is approached first 
by Memo and then by the Judge who want him to 
throw the pennant game. At first Roy refuses. When 
the Judge suggests that Roy will lose Memo to 
someone richer, Roy agrees to throw the game for 
money. Memo is thrilled. When he is once again 
alone in his room, Roy reads a letter from Iris, in 
which she explains her life. However, when she 
once again talks about herself as a grandmother, 
Roy crumples up the letter and throws it away. 


At the pennant game, Roy begins to keep his 
bargain and strikes out. Otto Zipp, a dwarf, taunts 
Roy, and Roy starts aiming foul hits at him. Just 
as he hits another foul ball, Iris Lemon stands іп 
the crowd. The ball hits her square in the face and 
she collapses. Roy rushes to her side, and she begs 
him to win the game for her and for their son. In 
this way, Roy learns that Iris is pregnant with their 
child. Roy resolves to win the game and has re- 
newed hope for his future. However, on his next 
hit, he not only fouls the ball, he also breaks his 
bat, Wonderboy. In spite of his renewed effort, Roy 
again strikes out, using another bat, and thus the 
Knights lose the game. 


Later that night, Roy goes to the Judge’s of- 
fice where he finds the Judge, Memo, and Gus. Roy 
throws the money at the Judge and knocks out Gus. 
Memo goes after him with a gun, in a scene remi- 
niscent of the earlier Harriet Bird incident. Memo 
screams at him, “You filthy scum, I hate your guts 
and always have since the day you murdered 
Bump.” Roy takes away the gun and leaves the of- 
fice, filled with self-loathing: 

Going down the tower stairs he fought his over- 
whelming self-hatred. In each stinking wave of it he 
remembered some disgusting happening of his life. 
He thought, I never did learn anything out of my past 
life, now J have to suffer again. 

When Roy hits the street, he finds that Max 
Mercy has published an article uncovering both his 
past and his sellout of the Knights. In the closing 
lines of the novel, Roy weeps for his own failures. 


Characters 


Bump Baily 

Like the Whammer, an arrogant, loudmouthed 
ball player and the leading hitter in the league. As 
he did with the Whammer, Roy challenges Bump’s 
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e The Natural was adapted as a film by Barry 
Levinson, starring Robert Redford as Roy 
Hobbs, Robert Duvall as Max Mercy, Glenn 
Close as Iris Gaines, and Kim Basinger as Memo 
Paris, Tri-Star Pictures, 1984. 





top standing in the team. Trying to maintain his 
reputation, Bump lunges for a ball, bangs into the 
outfield wall, and dies. 


Goodwill Banner 


Judge Banner, a “slick trader” and controlling 
owner of the Knights, offers Roy money to fix a 
game and thus lose the pennant for the team. The 
Judge took advantage of Pop’s financial troubles 
and gained from him an extra 10% interest in the 
Knights. Since then he has tried to push Pop off the 
team. His forced trades have made him money but 
have hurt the Knights. When Roy appears in the 
Judge’s office after he strikes out during the last 
pennant game, he throws the bribe money in the 
Judge’s face. Humiliated and afraid for his safety, 
the Judge pulls a gun on Roy. After disarming him, 
Roy beats the Judge with his fists. 


Harriet Bird 


Harriet Bird is a mysterious, beautiful woman 
who appears on the train Roy takes to Chicago. Her 
“nyloned legs [make] Roy’s pulses dance.” Harriet, 
however, initially shows more interest in the 
Whammer, until Roy defeats him during a test of 
their athletic skills. When Roy tells her his ambi- 
tion is to be the best in the game, Harriet replies, 
“15 that all? Isn’t there something over and above 
earthly things—some more glorious meaning to 
one’s life and activities?” When they arrive in 
Chicago, they meet in a hotel room where Harriet 
takes out a pistol and shoots Roy in the stomach. 
She then dances around his prone body, making 
“muted noises of triumph and despair.” The narra- 
tor suggests she may be the same mysterious 
woman who has shot other athletes with silver bul- 
lets from a .22 caliber pistol. 


Red Blow 

Red is Pop’s assistant and protector. Red ad- 
mits, “I would give my right arm if I could get Pop 
the pennant.” 


Pop Fisher 

Passionate about baseball, sixty-five year old 
Pop Fisher manages and is part owner of the 
Knights, a New York City baseball team. De- 
pressed about the Knights’ lackluster performance 
before Roy joins the team, he insists he “shoulda 
bought a farm.” He pines for the old days of base- 
ball and for players who put their heart into the 
game. Marked as a failure after a missed chance at 
a run during the World Series, he withstood his 
shame and played ten more years, compiling a fine 
record. Now, however, he considers himself jinxed, 
and looks to Roy to help him break it. Pop becomes 
a father figure to Roy and tries to keep him out of 
trouble, especially with his niece Memo Paris. He 
also serves as a role model to him. Pop admits he 
“would give his whole life to win the pennant,” but 
is not ambitious or proud enough to expect to “be 
the best” and win the series. 


Roy Hobbs 

Roy Hobbs, the novel’s protagonist, faces a 
test of his moral character. The novel opens with 
Roy as an innocent young man, whose ambition is 
to be “the best there ever was in the game.” This 
ambition sometimes creates a callous determina- 
tion in Roy, as when, during his contest with the 
Whammer, he “smelled the Whammer’s blood and 
wanted it.” His dream is shattered for a time, how- 
ever, by Harriet Bird who shoots him in a hotel 
room in Chicago, before he gets a chance to play 
ball for the Chicago White Sox. He gets a second 
chance years later, when at the age of thirty-three, 
he signs with the New York Knights and helps pro- 
pel them to the top of the league. Roy replaces 
Bump Baily as one of the leading hitters in the 
game, but is still “gnawed by a nagging impatience 
for more.” 


Red Blow, Pop Fisher’s assistant, claims Roy 
is a “natural” at the game, but not perfect because 
“he sometimes hit at bad ones.” Predicting Roy’s 
eventual fall, Pop adds that he “mistrust[s] a bad 
hitter. They sometimes make harmful mistakes.” 
Joel Salzberg in his Dictionary of Literary Biog- 
raphy article on Malamud, argues that Roy’s fail- 
ure “to transcend his own desires for merely per- 
sonal gratification” causes him to agree to a bribe 
and fix the battle for the pennant. Salzberg contin- 
ues that “despite Hobb’s eventual change of heart, 


Novels Students 


for 





Sull from the movie The Natural, starring Robert Redford. 


his inherent moral weakness and immatunty di- 
minish his effectiveness as a baseball hero and cul- 
minate in the fracturing of Wonderboy, as Mala- 
mud’s flawed hero literally and metaphorically 
strikes out.” 


The Judge 
See Goodwill Banner 


Doc Knobb 

Doc is the team doctor. He thes to help the 
players relax dunng their slump through mes- 
mensm and autosuggestion. Roy refuses to partic- 
ipate in the sessions. When Doc tries to hypnotize 
Pop, he fires him. 


iris Lemon 

Iris Lemon becomes a symbol of selfless love 
in the novel. Her belief in Roy’s heroism helps him 
“regain his power” during his slump. She gives her 
heart to him, admitting, “I don’t think you can do 
anything for anyone without giving up something 
of your own.” She also tries to guide and advise 
Roy, explaining that he will learn from his suffer- 
ing: “it brings us toward happiness. It teaches us to 
want the nehi things.” Roy rejects her love and con- 
cern, however, in his pursuit of his dream to be the 
best and to gain Memo’s love. The news that she 
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is pregnant with his child helps Roy tum his back 
on Memo and the Judge’s offer. 


Мах Mercy 

Max Mercy 15 а cocky sportswniter, with a 
“greedy, penetrating, ass kissing voice.” To the 
tenacious reporter, “a private life is a personal in- 
sult.” He trails Roy doggedly in order to dredge up 
personal information about tum for his readers. Roy 
tnes to avoid him, hoping he wall not remember 
their initial meeting on the train to Chicago or dis- 
cover details about his past. After Roy strikes out 
in his final pennant game, Max exposes him in his 
article, “Suspicion of Hobb’s Sellout” and includes 
a photograph of Roy prone on the floor of the 
Chicago hotel room, taken after he nad been shot 
by Harriet. 


Memo Paris 

Memo, Pop's redheaded niece, is a “sad 
spumed lady, who sat without wifehood in the 
wive's box behind third base.” When Bump dies, 
she goes “wild with grief” and tells Roy that she is 
“strictly a dead man’s girl.” Pop insists “she’s un- 
Jucky and always has been” and is afraid her bad 
luck will rub off on Roy. He warns Roy that “she 
is always dissatisfied and will snarl you up in her 
trouble in a way that will weaken your strength.” 
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Roy does not heed Pop’s prediction and starts a re- 
lationship with her, which throws him into a slump. 
Memo’s greed and her vindictiveness prompt her 
to help ensnare Roy 1n the plot to fix the pennant 
game. When he confronts her and the Judge after 
losing, she, like Harriet Bird, shoots him. 


Gus Sands 


Gus Sands is a “shifty-eyed” gambler with a 
“magic” glass eye that “sees everything.” Gus helps 
set up the fix for Roy and has a shadowy relation- 
ship with Memo that is never fully explained. 


Sam Simpson 

Sam Simpson, an alcoholic scout for the 
Chicago Cubs, discovers the young Roy Hobbs and 
puts a great deal of faith in his abilities and future. 
Sam becomes a father figure to the innocent Roy, 
helping him plan out his every move in order to 
help insure his success. On the train to Chicago, 
his concern for Roy emerges. He escorts Roy to his 
first Major League chance, a position with the 
Chicago Cubs, but dies suddenly on the train after 
being injured by Roy’s pitch to the Whammer. 


Walter Wambold 


At thirty-three, the Whammer is the leading 
hitter of the American League and three times win- 
ner of the Most Valuable Player award. Proud and 
arrogant, the Whammer meets Roy on the train to 
Chicago and challenges him to a test of their ath- 
letic skills during a stop at a carnival. This test gives 
readers their first glimpse of Roy’s exceptional tal- 
ent and reveals how fleeting fame can be. After Roy 
strikes him out, the Whammer becomes an “old 
man” before everyone’s eyes and soon fades out of 
the game. 


The Whammer 
See Walter Wambold 


Otto Zipp 

A fanatically loyal Bump fan, who calls en- 
couragement through a bullhorn. When Bump dies, 
he stops attending the games for a while, but then 
returns to harass Roy and forecast his doom. 





Themes 


Choices and Consequences 
The novel’s focus on morality incorporates the 
theme of choices and consequences and the related 


Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Research the “Black Sox” scandal that involved 
eight Chicago White Sox players charged with 
bribery in the 1919 World Series. Compare the 
events surrounding the scandal with Roy’s ex- 
periences in the novel. 


e Research the mythological quest for the Holy 
Grail. What symbolic elements of this quest ap- 
pear in the novel? What purpose do they serve? 


¢ How is the American love of baseball illustrated 
in the novel? 


¢ Focus on Malamud’s development of Roy 
Hobbs as a character. Is he a static or a dynamic 
character? Does he gain any knowledge about 
himself and/or of his world by the end of the 
novel? 


issue of responsibility. Malamud presents Roy with 
moral choices in the novel that require attention to 
his responsibilities as a father, a team member, and 
a human being. He must choose whether or not to 
form a lasting relationship with Iris and their child, 
and ignore his concerns about her being a grand- 
mother. He must choose whether or not he will try 
to win the pennant for himself or for his team mem- 
bers and Pop Fisher. He also must choose whether 
or not he will accept a bribe and disgrace the game 
he loves in order satisfy his materialism and insure 
his financial security. 


Failure 

Roy’s failure to make moral decisions in the 
novel cause his downfall. His failure reveals his de- 
votion to the American dream of success that blinds 
him to the needs of others. A monomaniacal focus 
on being “the best there ever was in the game” pre- 
vents him from becoming a team player and putting 
the success of the Knights before his own. This self- 
involvement leads to loneliness and alienation. An- 
other important part of the dream is money. Roy’s 
growing materialism links him with the corrupt and 
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greedy Memo and prompts him to accept a bribe 
from the Judge, which ultimately leads to his dis- 
grace. 


Growth and Development 

During the course of the novel Roy does show 
some moral growth. His desire to win the pennant 
for Pop emerges alongside his own more selfish 
need to be the best. By the end of the novel, Roy 
accomplishes a self-transcendence when he decides 
to forget about trying to fix the game and deter- 
mines to take care of Iris and their child. However, 
this development comes too late to save him. 


Good and Evil 


Throughout the novel, Roy is caught between 
the forces of good and evil; these forces wage a 
battle for his soul. Pop Fisher and Iris Lemon rep- 
resent the forces of good. Pop struggles to turn Roy 
into a team player and to focus on community 
rather than individual success. Iris teaches him that 
through suffering we learn the important things in 
life, like love and self-respect. Unfortunately, the 
symbolically evil characters outnumber the good. 
Memo, the Judge, Gus Sands, and Max Mercy all 
try to drag Roy down into the world of corruption. 
Swayed by the power and success they offer, Roy 
realizes too late the dangerous consequences of his 
association with them. 


Allegory 

The allegorical framework of The Natural suc- 
cessfully links historical, mythical, and fictional el- 
ements. Malamud borrows historical elements from 
the “Black Sox” scandal in 1919, when eight mem- 
bers of the Chicago White Sox baseball team were 
charged with bribery during the World Series. He 
acquires mythological elements from the Holy 
Grail legend and the wasteland myth. New York 
City becomes a moral wasteland in the novel, and 
Roy Hobbs becomes Perceval the Knight as he 
searches, under the guidance of Pop Fisher (the 
Fisher King), for truth and redemption and to re- 
store the team by leading it to a pennant win. In 
Leslie A. Field and Joyce W. Field’s interview with 
Bernard Malamud in their Bernard Malamud: A 
Collection of Critical Essays, he explains, “I be- 
came interested in myth and tried to use it, among 
other things, to symbolize and explicate an ethical 
dilemma of American life.” 
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Realism and Fantasy 

The novel’s dominant style mixes realism and 
fantasy. Malamud grounds Roy’s experiences in 
the world of baseball, but at the same time, he also 
incorporates supernatural elements. On his first day 
as a Knight, Roy notices that the team seems to be 
hexed. After Pop tells Roy to knock the cover off 
the ball, he literally does just that. Gus Sands 
“knows” how much money Roy has in his pocket 
and later, Roy makes a rabbit pop out of Memo’s 
dress. Setting details also become fantastic. The 
landscape Roy passes through on the train to 
Chicago becomes an “unreal forest” with “tor- 
mented trees.” Chicago appears as a “shadow- 
infested, street lamped jungle.” 


Foreshadowing 


Malamud employs foreshadowing as part of 
the symbolic structure of the novel. Roy’s defeat 
of the Whammer foreshadows a similar end for 
Bump and highlights Roy’s ambition to be “the best 
there ever was” in the game. A street beggar, re- 
buffed by Roy, warns, “You'll get yours.” When 
strip club dancers in devil costumes jab Roy, they 
forecast the evil “jabs” he will suffer in his deal- 
ings with the Judge and Memo. 


Historical Context 





The Presidential Campaign 

Just as Roy Hobb’s moral character undergoes 
a test in The Natural, so does the character of many 
other public figures in America during the 1950s. 
On September 23, 1952, General Eisenhower’s run- 
ning mate, Senator Richard Nixon, appeared on 
television to defend himself against charges that he 
took a “slush fund” of $18,000 from California 
businessmen. Nixon began, “I come before you 
tonight as a candidate for the vice presidency and 
as a man whose honesty and integrity have been 
questioned.” He then denied that any of $18,000 
was spent for personal use and claimed that the only 
gift he accepted was a cocker spaniel, named 
“Checkers” by his daughter Tricia. He explained, 
“the kids, like all kids, love the dog. Regardless of 
what they say about it, we are going to keep it.” 
More than one million approving letters and 
telegrams poured in after this speech. During the 
ensuing election, Eisenhower and Nixon won 55 
percent of the popular vote and 442 electoral votes. 
Nixon’s moral integrity, however, would be ques- 
tioned continually throughout his political life. 
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Babe Ruth 


Comununist “Witchhunt’ 

While testifying in front of the Dies Commit- 
tee on May 22, 1952, playwright Lillian Hellman 
insisted she was not presently a “Red” but refused 
lo admit whether she had been associated with the 
Communist party in the past. Hellman claimed she 
would not answer further questions so as not to 
“hurt innocent people in order to save myself.” She 
added, “I cannot and wil] not cul my conscience to 
fit this year's fashions.” Many Americans are 
forced to appear al government hearings and some, 
including movie stars and film producers, betray 
others or make unsubstanvaled accusations about 
associations and/or involvement in the Communist 


party. 


The Economy 

Americans enjoyed a higher standard of living 
during the 1950s as a direct result of the United 
States’s participation in World War JI, which en- 
abled the country to become the most prosperous 
economic power in the world. This new affluent 
age prompted an avid matenalism in many Amer- 
icans, as it did in Roy Hobbs. Goods like automo- 
biles and suburban homes became powerful stars 
symbols, Spending money becarne a popular Amer- 
ican pastime for the rich as well as the burgeoning 
middle class. 





The Media 

The growing demand for information about fa- 
mous Americans encourages reporters, like the fic- 
попа! Мах Метсу, to ferret out personal details for 
newspapers and tabloids. In 1952, Generoso Pope, 
Jr. takes over the The Nalional Enquirer and 
promises io expand its emphasis on sensationalism 
by reporting lund cnmes, gossip about public fig- 
ures, and sexual escapades. Oy 1975, Pope will in- 
crease his paper's circulation to over four rullion 
copies per week. 


The 1952 World Series 

The New York Yankees beat the Brooklyn 
Dodgers four games to two and win the World Se- 
ries. 


The “Black Sox” scandal 

In 19)9 eight members of the Chicago While 
Sox baseball team are charged with bribery dunng 
the World Series. 


Critical Overview 





The instial mixed cesponse to The Natural fo- 
cused on the novel’s interplay of realism and fan- 
tasy. Harry Sylvester im his review in the New York 
Times insists the work 15 “an unusually fine 
novel.... What [Malamud] has done is to contrive 
a sustained and elaborate allegory in which the ‘nat- 
ига! player... is equated with the natural man who, 
left alone by, say politicians and advertising agen- 
cies, mught achieve his real fulfillment.” He closes 
his ceview claiming that The Natural is “a brilliant 
and unusual book.” 


Nat all reviewers, however, found the narra- 
tive successful. J. J. Maloney’s review in the New 
York Herald Tribune Book Review argues that the 
novel is a “troubled mixture of fantasy and realism 
in which the fantasy is fantastic enough, but the re- 
alism is not very real.” While he appreciates the 
subject matter, he finds that "tt is unfortunate that 
The Natural, which is a serious novel about base- 
ball, should have been written by a man who seems 
lo be completely a captive of the present fashion- 
able cult of the obscure.” EB. J. Fitzgerald in the Sar- 
urday Review, offers the following review: 
“Bernard Malamud has taken some potentially ex- 
ciung matenal and gone all mystical and cosmic 
on it with somewhat unhappy résults.... Despite 
some sharp observation, nice sardonic touches, and 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


e 1950s: Money poured into defense spending 
during the 1940s helped to create a successful 
military-industrial complex that bolstered the 
economy in the 1950s. Companies produced 
goods that enabled them to become prosperous 
and hire more workers who would in turn buy 
more goods. 

Today: A healthy economic forecast causes the 


stock market to soar and pays huge dividends to 
investors. 


1950s: Critics attack Senator Richard Nixon’s 
moral character when rumors of illegal funds 
surface during the 1952 presidential campaign. 


Today: Critics attack President Clinton’s moral 
character when rumors of illegal funds, shady 
business dealings, and sexual improprieties sur- 
face. 


The Natural 


e 1950s: Baseball is America’s favorite pastime. 
Salaries for top athletes soar into the thou- 
sands. 


Today: Frustrated by rising ticket prices, the 
1994 strike, and players’ salaries soaring into 
the millions, many fans become disillusioned 
with the game. 


e 1950s: The public clamors for news about the 
personal lives of actors and athletes. 


Today: The public clamors for news about the 
personal lives of actors, athletes, politicians, and 
royalty. Public figures hounded by the press lash 
out over their lack of privacy. “Average” Amer- 
icans appear on nationally televised talk shows 
reporting sordid details of their lives. 





an ability to write individually biting scenes, he 
doesn’t quite bring it off.” Other reviewers com- 
plained that Malamud overused symbolism in the 
novel. 


Many critics, however, appreciated the com- 
plex nature of the narrative. While most consider 
The Fixer to be Malamud’s best work, critical re- 
sponse to The Natural remains positive. Earl 
Wasserman’s essay “The Natural: Malamud’s 
World Ceres” cemented the novel’s critical repu- 
tation. Wasserman argues that The Natural contains 
all the main themes that can be found in his sub- 
sequent fiction. In an exploration of the moral ques- 
tions the novel raises, Wasserman points out the al- 
legorical and historical connections between Roy 
Hobbs and Sir Perceval and Shoeless Joe Jackson. 
Pirjo Ahodas in Forging a New Self: The Adamic 
Protagonist and the Emergence of a Jewish-Amer- 
ican Author as Revealed through the Novels of 
Bernard Malamud digs further beneath the alle- 
gorical structure of the novel where she explores 
Malamud’s astute philosophy of composition. Her 
examination of the novel presents a new interpre- 
tation of Malamud’s work. 
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Criticism 


Diane Andrews Henningfeld 


Henningfeld is a professor at Adrian College 
and has written for a variety of academic journals 
and educational publishers. In the following essay, 
she aligns the failure of main character Roy Hobbs 
with that of Gawain in Gawain and the Green 
Knight, demonstrating Malamud’s appropriation 
of popular culture and Arthurian legend to tell a 
story of pride, testing, and failure. 


Bernard Malamud, the son of Russian Jewish 
immigrants, published short stories in a variety of 
magazines during the 1940s and 1950s. He pub- 
lished his first novel, The Natural, in 1952. That 
Malamud chose to focus his first novel on baseball 
surprised and mystified his readers; even in his 
early short stories, Malamud had generally used 
Jewish characters, settings, and themes. The early 
reviews of The Natural illustrate the hesitation with 
which critics approached the novel. Many found 
the subject matter strange, the allegory strained, 
and the symbolism difficult. 


The Natural 


What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Nights, John 
Steinbeck’s 1962 nonfiction work. Steinbeck 
retells the Arthurian legends and Grail ro- 
mances. 





e Jim Bouton’s nonfiction best seller, Ball Four, 
published in 1990, is a funny and revealing di- 
ary of one of his seasons playing Major League 
ball. 


+ Fight Men Out: The Black Sox and the 1919 
World Series, a nonfiction book by Eliot Asinof 
and Stephen Jay Gould, analyzes the events sur- 
rounding the famous baseball scandal. 


¢ In Shoeless Joe, W. P. Kinsella (1996) presents 
the game of baseball as a metaphor for life. The 
novel was adapted into the film, Field of 
Dreams. 


Consequently, apart from reviews, the novel 
received little critical attention in the first years af- 
ter its publication. However, after the publication 
of The Assistant and The Magic Barrel, literary 
scholars returned their attention to Malamud’s first 
novel, looking for patterns that would emerge in 
his later work. 


In spite of renewed interest in the novel, how- 
ever, critics generally agree that The Natural is 
Bernard Malamud’s most uncharacteristic and dif- 
ficult novel. In his book, Bernard Malamud, for ex- 
ample, critic Sidney Richmond calls The Natural 
“one of the most baffling novels of the 1950’s.” 


A number of notable critics have attempted to 
render the novel less baffling by identifying Mala- 
mud’s sources. Earl Wasserman, for example, iden- 
tifies important allusions to the real world of base- 
ball, including events from Babe Ruth’s life, the 
White Sox scandal of 1919, and the shooting of Ed- 
die Waitkus by an insane woman. He also discusses 
Malamud’s use of the Arthurian Grail story, not- 
ing that the Grail story serves as “the archetypal 
fertility myth.” In addition, Wasserman applies 
psychologist Carl Jung’s notion of mythic arche- 


types to help explain Roy’s relationship with the 
female characters in the novel. 


Indeed, connecting The Natural to Arthurian 
legend provides one of the most compelling ways 
to read the novel. Nevertheless, critics who make 
this connection generally look to Malory as Mala- 
mud’s source. Certainly, the inclusion of Pop 
Fisher as the Fisher King and the motif of the 
Wasteland spring largely from Malory; however, 
there is another medieval Arthurian romance that 
seems more closely aligned with The Natural. 
“Honi soit qui mal y pense,” says the Judge to Roy: 
Shame be to the man who has evil in his mind. This 
is, not coincidentally, also the closing line of 
Gawain and the Green Knight, a long poem writ- 
ten by an anonymous writer around 1400. A closer 
examination of Gawain may offer yet another way 
to read Malamud’s novel. 


Gawain and the Green Knight opens in the 
Christmas court of King Arthur. A huge Green 
Knight enters and challenges the knights to a game. 
He offers any knight the chance to strike him with 
his ax. In exchange, the Green Knight will strike 
the same knight with the ax in one year and a day. 
Gawain rushes to accept the challenge and knocks 
the head off the Green Knight. 


To everyone’s surprise, the blow does not kill 
the Green Knight. Rather, he merely picks up his 
head and tells Gawain to meet him in a year and a 
day at the Green Chapel. Keeping his bargain, 
Gawain sets out a year later. On the way, he visits 
the castle of Bercilak with whom he enters into an- 
other challenge: Bercilak will exchange anything 
he captures hunting with anything Gawain receives 
while staying in the castle. 


While Bercilak hunts, Lady Bercilak attempts 
to seduce Gawain. She finally succeeds in per- 
suading Gawain to take her green girdle as protec- 
tion against the blow he wil] receive from the Green 
Knight. Gawain does not turn over the girdle to 
Bercilak, thus breaking his bargain. When Gawain 
meets the Green Knight, he discovers that he is ac- 
tually Bercilak, and that Bercilak knows of his de- 
ception. Although Bercilak laughs and sends him 
on his way with his life, Gawain is mortified by his 
own moral failure and vows ever to wear the green 
girdle as a reminder of his own shame. 


Just as The Natural is only apparently about 
baseball, Gawain and the Green Knight is only ap- 
parently an Arthurian romance. That 1s, while both 
Malamud and the Gawain poet use the baseball 
story and Arthurian romance respectively to struc- 
ture their stories, they each have larger issues at 
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stake. These writers use their genres to allegorically 
explore the sin of pride, the nature of testing, and 
the inevitability of human failure. 


In order to fulfill their larger purposes, these 
writers appropriate cultural icons to serve in their 
tales of human imperfection. The Gawain poet 
chooses as his main character Gawain, a native 
English hero known to medieval audiences for his 
appearance in countless Arthurian romances. 
Gawain’s reputation is complicated, however; al- 
though considered the best and most loyal of 
Arthur’s knights, he is also known as a violent, 
rash, womanizer. 


Likewise, Malamud appropriates incidents 
from the life of the greatest popular icon of base- 
ball, Babe Ruth, and associates them with Roy 
Hobbs. Like Gawain, Ruth’s reputation is compli- 
cated. His prowess on the field is uncontested; yet 
he is also known as a rash, sometimes violent wom- 
anizer, and a man of huge sensory appetite. By as- 
sociating Ruth with Roy, Malamud offers a prob- 
lematic hero, a man of great prowess, great 
appetites, and great potential for moral failure. 


Further, both Roy Hobbs and Gawain strive to 
be the best in their respective games. However, it 
is not always clear what has more value to the char- 
acters: being the best, or seeming the best. When 
Harriet Bird asks the young Roy what he hopes to 
accomplish, he replies, “Sometimes when I walk 
down the street I bet people will say there goes Roy 
Hobbs, the best there ever was in the game.” 
Clearly, it is the reputation that motivates Roy. 
Likewise, Gawain is reputed to be the greatest of 
all knights. When the temptress Lady Bercilak at- 
tempts to seduce Gawain, her tactic is to remind 
him of his reputation. The appeal to his pride leads 
him ever closer to his fall. 


Because of their preoccupation with their rep- 
utations, neither Gawain nor Roy correctly assesses 
the tests to which each is put. Gawain assumes that 
the Green Knight tests his courage and Lady 
Bercilak tests his lovemaking. Roy assumes that his 
test is to prove himself on the field with the Knights 
and in bed with Memo. Neither understands that 
what is truly at stake is honor and truth. 


Perhaps not surprisingly, each story has female 
characters who act falsely. As Gawain and the 
Green Knight opens, we discover that Gawain is 
Guinevere’s champion. Just as Gawain has cultural 
currency outside the immediate tale, so does Guin- 
evere. Any reader of Arthurian romance knows that 
she will betray Arthur by committing adultery with 
Lancelot and consequently will bring down the 
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court of Camelot. Further, at Bercilak’s castle, 
Gawain encounters both an old hag (whom we later 
discover is none other than Morgan la Fay, the ar- 
chitect of the entire Green Knight scheme) and 
Lady Bercilak. Although it appears to Gawain that 
Lady Bercilak is betraying her husband, she is 
rather working in concert with her husband to test 
Gawain. 


In The Natural, Harriet Bird also hides her mo- 
tivation for taking an interest in Roy. Many critics 
have identified Harriet with the testing women of 
Arthurian romance, or with Morgan la Fay. Cer- 
tainly, Roy’s infatuation with this false woman 
nearly costs him his life. Further, Memo’s collu- 
sion with Gus Sands is reminiscent of Lady 
Bercilak’s collusion with Lord Bercilak. Memo 
tempts Roy with sex and food, and finally with 
money. She offers him life, a life with her, if he 
will accept the Judge’s money to throw the game. 
Roy accepts the money only to discover that 
Memo’s motivation is far different from what he 
assumed. Her desire is to ruin him, not wed him. 


In each story, the protagonist attaches himself 
to the false women and turns away from the true 
women. As Gawain prepares to leave Camelot in 
search of the Green Knight, he has the image of the 
Virgin Mary, “the high Queen of heaven,” placed 
on the inner part of his shield. He loses sight of his 
true patroness, however, in the arms of Lady 
Bercilak. Roy finds a true woman in Iris Lemon, 
who miraculously rises from the crowd and seems 
to be the reason Roy breaks free from his batting 
slump. However, although Roy finds Iris to be a 
full and fertile woman, someone who would be true 
to him, he turns away from her when she speaks of 
her joy in mothering and grandmothering. Rather 
than remaining true to Iris, Roy rejects her, and re- 
news his attachment to the false Memo. 


The failures of these protagonists stem from 
their inability to learn from their past mistakes. 
Gawain’s rash acceptance of the Green Knight’s 
challenge is repeated in his rash acceptance of Lord 
Bercilak’s game, and although he features himself 
a “true” knight, he finds himself a false one. Like- 
wise, Roy nearly loses his life at the hands of a 
false woman early in his life, and then repeats the 
mistake some fifteen years later. As Malamud 
writes, “He thought, I never did learn anything out 
of my past life, now I have to suffer again.” 


Both Gawain and Roy suffer public humilia- 
tion at the close of their stories. Gawain confesses 
his cowardice and falsehood to the court, and vows 
to wear the green girdle as an emblem of his own 
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failure. Roy, on the other hand, discovers that his 
story has been published in the newspaper for the 
entire community to read: 


A boy thrust a newspaper at him. He wanted to say 
no but had no voice. The headlines screamed, “Sus- 
picion of Hobbs’ Sellout—Max Mercy.” ... And 
there was also a statement by the baseball commis- 
sioner. “If this alleged report is true, that is the last 
of Roy Hobbs in organized baseball. He will be ex- 
cluded from the game and all his records forever de- 
stroyed.” Roy handed the paper back to the kid. “Say 
it ain’t true, Roy.” When Roy looked into the boy’s 
eyes he wanted to say it wasn’t, but couldn’t, and he 
lifted his hands to his face and wept many bitter tears. 


By the time the Gawain poet wrote Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, Gawain, as a major hero of 
Arthurian romance, had already been supplanted by 
the French import, Sir Lancelot. Yet readers of 
Arthurian romance know that Lancelot, too, proved 
false. Although he was granted a glimpse of the 
Grail, Lancelot died a failure, supplanted by yet an- 
other, younger hero, Galahad. Within the Gawain 
poet’s choice to use Gawain as his main character 
inheres a final message: heroes striving for perfec- 
tion will inevitably fail, and be replaced by yet 
other heroes. 


Likewise, Roy Hobbs’ beginning is also his 
end. His saga begins as he replaces Walt “the 
Whammer” Whambold and ends with his own re- 
placement by Herman Youngberry, the rising 
pitcher who strikes him out. As Richman argues, 
“The Natural concludes, therefore, on a note of to- 
tal loss.” The failure of Roy Hobbs (and of Gawain) 
is not a failure of courage, but a failure of morals. 
Roy becomes a kind of Everyman, who fails the 
tests set before him, and who ends, inevitably, 
flawed. 


Source: Diane Andrews Henningfeld, in an essay for Nov- 
els for Students, Gale, 1998. 


Earl R. Wasserman 
Wasserman’s essay, hailed as an outstanding 
example of Malamud’s scholarship, provides a 


thorough analysis of myth as an integral element 
of The Natural. 


The Doges of Venice dropped a ring into the 
Adriatic to renew annually its marriage to their city 
and to assure that the sea be propitious. The British 
monarch ceremonially opens the annual session of 
Parliament that it may undertake its care of the 
kingdom. In the United States the President annu- 
ally sanctifies baseball by throwing the first ball of 
the season into the field; and, having received its 
presidential commission, baseball proceeds to its 


yearly task of working the welfare of the national 
spirit. The wonder is that we do not have a whole 
library of significant baseball fiction since so much 
of the American spirit has been seriously poured 
into the game and its codes until it has a life of its 
own that affects the national temperament. Just as 
a personal indiscretion can topple an English gov- 
ernment, the White Sox scandal strained the col- 
lective American conscience, and Babe Ruth’s 
bellyache was a crisis that depressed the national 
spirit nearly as much as the bombing of Pearl Har- 
bor infuriated it. Like any national engagement, 
baseball, especially in that form that Ring Lardner 
called the “World Serious,” has had not only its 
heroic victories and tragedies but also its eccen- 
tricities that express aspects of the American char- 
acter and have become part of our folklore: Vance, 
Fewster, and Herman, all piled up on third base; 
Hilda (the Bell) Chester, the Dodger fan; Rabbit 
Maranville’s penchant for crawling on window 
ledges, especially in the rain; Wilbert Robinson’s 
attempt to catch a grapefruit dropped from a plane; 
Chuck Hostetler’s historic fall between third and 
home when he could have won the sixth game of 
the °45 Series. 


These are not merely like the materials of 
Malamud’s The Natural; the items mentioned are 
among its actual stuff. For what Malamud has writ- 
ten is a novel that coherently organizes the rites of 
baseball and many of its memorable historic 
episodes into the epic inherent in baseball as a mea- 
sure of man, as it once was inherent in Homeric 
battles or chivalric tournaments or the Arthurian 
quest for the Grail. Coming, like Babe Ruth, from 
an orphanage, Roy Hobbs, unknown pitcher of 
nineteen on his way to a try-out with the Cubs, 
strikes out the aging winner of the Most Valuable 
Player award and then, like Eddie Waitkus in 1949, 
is shot without apparent motive by a mad girl in 
her Chicago hotel room. The try-out never takes 
place, and the years that follow are degrading fail- 
ures at everything. But at thirty-four, having 
switched—as Ruth did—from pitcher to fielder and 
prodigious batter, Roy joins a New York team and, 
with his miraculous bat, lifts it from the cellar into 
contention for the league championship. Like Ruth, 
too, his homerun cheers a sick boy into recovery, 
and a monumental bellyache sends him to a hospi- 
tal, as it did Ruth in 1925, and endangers the bat- 
tle for the pennant. Like the White Sox of 1919, 
Roy and another player sell out to Gus, an Arnold 
Rothstein gambler, to throw the crucial game for 
the pennant, and the novel ends with a heartbroken 
boy pleading, as legend claims one did to Shoeless 
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Joe Jackson of the traitorous White Sox, “Say it 
ain’t true, Roy.” In fact, nearly all the baseball story 
derives from real events, and to this extent the novel 
is a distillation of baseball history as itself the dis- 
tillation of American life: its opportunities for hero- 
ism, the elevating or dispiriting influence of the 
hero on his community, the moral obligations thrust 
on him by this fact, and the corruption available to 
him. By drawing on memorable real events, Mala- 
mud has avoided the risk of contrived allegory that 
lurks in inventing a fiction in order to carry a mean- 
ing. Instead, he has rendered the lived events of the 
American game so as to compel it to reveal what 
it essentially is, the ritual whereby we express the 
psychological nature of American life and its moral 
predicament. Pageant history is alchemized into 
revelatory myth. 


But the clean surface of this baseball story, as 
a number of critics have noticed, repeatedly shows 
beneath its translucency another myth of another 
culture’s heroic ritual by which man once measured 
the moral power of his humanness—another and 
yet the same, so that Roy’s baseball career may slip 
the bonds of time and place and unfold as the ever- 
lastingly crucial story of man. Harriet, mad maimer 
of champions, conceives of Roy’s strike-out of the 
Whammer as a “tourney”; Roy’s obscure, remote 
origin and clumsy ignorance have their archetypal 
form in the youth of Sir Perceval; the New York 
team he ultimately joins is the “Knights”; and one 
opponent, sick at the thought of pitching to him, 
sees him “in full armor, mounted on a black charger 
... coming at him with a long lance.” Of the moun- 
tain of gifts Roy receives on his Day at the ball- 
park one is a white Mercedes-Benz, which he dri- 
ves triumphantly around the field and stops before 
the box of Memo, coldly disdainful lady of courtly 
love, to ask for a date. By subsuming the chivalric 
tourney and the Arthurian quest, baseball expands 
beyond time, and Roy’s baseball career becomes, 
not merely representative, but symbolic of man’s 
psychological and moral situation. Because of the 
trompe-l’oeil, Roy at bat is every quester who has 
had to shape his own character to fulfill his goal, 
whether it be the Grail or the league pennant. By 
drawing his material from actual baseball and yet 
fusing it with the Arthurian legend, Malamud sets 
and sustains his novel in a region that is both real 
and mythic, particular and universal, ludicrous 
melodrama and spiritual probing—Ring Lardner 
and Jung.... 


Malamud’s syncretism of baseball and the 
Arthurian legend ... invites a further consideration 
of the novel in these terms: the psychological, 
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... what Malamud has 
written is a novel that coherently 
organizes the rites of baseball 
and many of its memorable 
historic episodes into the epic 
inherent in baseball as a measure 
of man... 


” 





moral, and communal! needs of the baseball cham- 
pion—the American hero—to gain access to the 
“sources of Life.” Roy long since had made his own 
bat out of a tree, a sort of Ygdresel, and named it 
“Wonderboy,” and a miraculous bat it is, with an 
energy of its own. Derived from nature’s life and 
shaped by Roy for the game in which he is deter- 
mined to be the hero, it flashes in the sun, blinds 
his opponents with its golden splendor, and crashes 
the ball with thunder and lightning. It is, in other 
words, the modern Excalibur and Arthurian 
lance.... The phallic instrument is the raw vitality 
and fertility he has drawn from the universal 
“sources of Life.” After Roy’s fruit-full night with 
Memo, Bump says to him, “I hear you had a swell 
time, wonderboy,” and during Roy’s slump Won- 
derboy sags like a baloney. 


With Wonderboy, Roy joins the dispirited last- 
place Knights in a remarkably dry season, and the 
manager, Pop Fisher, who laments, “I shoulda been 
a farmer’ and whose heart “feels as dry as dirt,” 
suffers, as his form of the Fisher King’s affliction, 
athlete’s foot on his hands. Even the water foun- 
tain is broken, yielding only rusty water. But when 
Wonderboy crashes the ball, its thunder cracks the 
sky, the rains leave the players ankle-deep, the 
brown field turns green, and Pop Fisher’s affliction 
vanishes. When Roy first appeared and merely en- 
tered the batting cage, the flagging Knights sud- 
denly “came to life.” The Quester has brought his 
virility to the Waste Land, and, like Jung’s mana- 
personality, he restores the dying father-king. Roy, 
the questing Knight, by access to the sources of 
life, has restored virility to his community and the 
vegetative process to nature. In the radical sense of 
the word, he is the “natural.” 


223 


The Natural 


The Grail vegetation myth has been precisely 
translated into its modern American mode and is 
carefully sustained in this baseball story. The “Pre- 
Game” section, in which young Roy is shot, takes 
places in early spring, prior to the baseball season. 
When the story is resumed years later, Roy joins 
the Knights in summer, a third of the baseball sea- 
son having passed; and with Roy’s failure in the 
last crucial game the novel ends in a wintry autumn 
to complete the fertility cycle inherent in both the 
Grail Quest and the schedule of the baseball sea- 
son. The traditional Arthurian dwarf who taunts the 
hero and beats him with a scourge takes his place 
in the bleachers as the dwarf Otto Zipp, who re- 
viles Roy, honks a Harpo Marx horn at him, con- 
tributes razor blades on Roy’s Day with the advice, 
“Here, cut your throat.” This stunted growth, who 
also embodies a good deal of Homer’s Thersites, 
is that portion of the community envious of and an- 
tagonistic to the hero’s regenerative potency that 
spreads to the entire team, although Zipp had wor- 
shipped Roy’s predecessor Bump, whose sterile tri- 
umphs were wholly his own while the team 
slumped; and Zipp exults over Roy’s downfall with 
the empty gesture of hitting a phantom ball for a 
visionary homerun. Merlin the Magician and Mor- 
gan le Fay have evolved into the league of Gus the 
“Supreme Bookie,” who plays the percentages, and 
Memo, Morganatic in every sense, the temptress 
for whom Roy sells out. Because of the comple- 
mentary parts played in King Arthur’s life by Mor- 
gan, who works for evil and slays knights, and the 
Lady of the Lake, who works for good and benef- 
icently aids them, Arthurian scholars have claimed 
they were originally one. Correspondingly, of 
Roy’s two women, red-haired Memo is customar- 
ily clad in black, and black-haired Iris, comple- 
mentarily, in red; and it is Iris who knows Lake 
Michigan intimately and whose presence restores 
the power of Wonderboy, his Excalibur. Like the 
Grail fertility hero, Roy displaces the current hero 
whose power has waned. In the “Pre-Game” sec- 
tion, like Perceval slaying the Red Knight, he suc- 
ceeds to the hero’s office by striking out the thirty- 
three-year-old Whammer, thrice chosen the Most 
Valuable Player, who now knows he is, “in the 
truest sense of it, out” and trots off, an “old man.” 
In the main narrative Roy gains his life-giving po- 
sition with the Knights by including the death of 
Bump, who, although the leading league hitter, has 
transmitted no potency to his team. (Le Roi est 
mort, vive le Roy.) And at the novel’s end thirty- 
four-year-old Roy’s spiritual death is his being 
struck out by the young pitcher whose yearning, 


like Pop Fisher’s, is to be a farmer, just as years 
before Roy had struck out the aging Whammer. Yet 
at one point Roy confuses the Whammer with 
Bump, at another sees Bump when he looks in his 
own mirror, and later dresses exactly like the 
Whammer; and when Roy succeeds the dead Bump 
the newspapers marvel at the identity of the two in 
body and manners. For in fact they are all the same 
fertility hero, displacing each other with each new 
seasonal resurgence and decline of potency. In na- 
ture, quite independently of moral failures, life and 
strength are forever renewed. 


Besides the hero’s charismatic power to restore 
the maimed Fisher King and bring the fertile wa- 
ters to the Waste Land, Arthurians have added that 
the characteristics of the seasonal Grail hero are 
possession of a talisman, like Excalibur or Won- 
derboy, representing “the lightning and fecundity 
of the earth,” and “marriage to the vegetation god- 
dess.” In every respect, then, Roy seems to fulfill 
his role as fecundity hero, except for the marriage, 
despite his yearning for Memo and his passing af- 
fair with Iris. His tragic failure therefore is linked 
with this omission; and the search for the reason 
takes us to the core of the novel, where we must 
seek the psychic and moral flaw within the fertil- 
ity theme—which is embodied in the Arthurian 
Grail myth—which has been assimilated to the 
baseball story—which is purified out of actual 
events... 


In the night of defeat Roy performs the ritual 
of psychic mourning. In the now parched earth he 
digs a grave for his split bat, his shattered vital 
power, and, wishing it could take root and become 
a living tree again, he hesitates over the thought of 
wetting the earth with water from the fountain. But 
he knows the futility—it would only leak through 
his fingers. Because Roy’s failure to be the hero is 
his failure to accept the mature father role, it is 
properly a boy who ends the novel, begging hope- 
fully in disillusionment, “Say it ain’t true, Roy.” 
More was lost by Shoeless Joe Jackson than merely 
the honor of the White Sox or even the honor of 
the national game. For in the boy is each new Amer- 
ican generation hopefully pleading that those on 
whom it depends will grow mature through the dif- 
ficult love that renders the life of the human com- 
munity the self-sacrificing and yet self-gaining pur- 
pose of their vital resources; that they not, selfishly 
seeking the womb-like security of disengagement, 
evade the slime that human existence must deposit 
within, but willingly and heroically plunge into it, 
with all its horror, to release for others its life- 
giving powet.... 


Novels Students 


for 


Baseball has given Malamud a ritualistic sys- 
tem that cuts across all our regional and social dif- 
ferences. The assimilation of the Arthurian myth 
defines the historical perspective, translating base- 
ball into the ritual man has always been compelled 
to perform in one shape or another; and the Jun- 
gian psychology with which Malamud interprets 
the ritual locates the central human problem pre- 
cisely where it must always be, in one’s human use 
of one’s human spirit. 


Source: Earl R. Wasserman, “The Natural: World Ceres ” 
in Bernard Malamud and the Critics, edited by Leslie A. 
Field and Joyce W. Field, New York University Press, 1970, 
рр. 45—65. 


Frederick W. Turner III 


In the following excerpt, Turner points out 
how Malamud’s recurrent theme of the conflict be- 
tween myths and the outer world appears in The 
Natural. 


The Natural is a curiosity on two counts: first 
because it is one of the very few “non-Jewish” 
works of the author; and second because it makes 
use of a supposedly unadaptable subject for seri- 
ous fiction—baseball. It is perhaps this latter fac- 
tor which has contributed most substantially to the 
novel’s wary critical reception. Baseball has re- 
sisted the best efforts of American writers to ele- 
vate it to a sufficient height to sustain a serious 
work, though several writers, notably Ring Lard- 
ner, Charles Einstein, and Mark Harris, have cor- 
rectly seen it as a microcosm of American life. The 
uniqueness of Malamud’s treatment derives from 
the fact that he has been able to invest this boy’s 
game with tragi-comic qualities as opposed, say, to 
Lardner or Harris, who treat it in largely comic 
fashion. 


Malamud’s successful use of baseball in this 
novel has been commonly attributed to his use of 
myth, particularly the myth of the hero, and almost 
every critic who has troubled himself with The Nat- 
ural has dutifully and sometimes painstakingly 
pointed out the various mythic parallels. Malamud, 
they observe, has equated the baseball hero of his 
novel with mythic heroes of the past so that the ac- 
tions of Roy Hobbs, left fielder for the New York 
Knights, take on a significance far larger than that 
guaranteed even the most glorious of sweaty demi- 
gods. 


Despite the ease with which critics have ex- 
posed the mythic underpinnings of The Natural (or 
perhaps because of it), there has persisted a sense 
of uneasiness about the book, as if Malamud were 
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somehow cheating by using myths in such a fash- 
ion. So Norman Podhoretz [in Commentary, 
March, 1953]: 


All this amounts to a commendable effort to say that 
baseball is much more important than it seems to be. 
Using Homer, however, is not only too easy a way 
to do it, but also a misconception of what intelligence 
and seriousness of purpose demand from a writer. 


Then too, the mythic parallels themselves seem 
to lead nowhere, and it has seemed almost as if the 
use of myth was an end in itself as indeed the crit- 
ics themselves have made it: to assert the presence 
of myth in a literary work is not necessarily to ex- 
plain why it is there, and this has unhappily been 
too often the case with recent criticism; it is as 
though finding buried traces of myths were but a 
refinement of the symbol archeology carried on in 
the journals for the past thirty-five years. Podhoretz 
and Marcus Klein can tell us what myths are being 
used where, but they fail to tell us to what effect. 
Podhoretz can even suggest that baseball has its 
own mythology: 


Mr. Malamud is truer to the inherent purpose of his 
book when he finds the elements of myth, not in an- 
cient Greece, but in the real history of baseball. 


Yet he fails to follow up this potentially valu- 
able suggestion as have all other critics who have 
dealt with The Natural. To heed it is to be taken 
straight to the heart of this novel, and perhaps in 
some measure to the heart of Malamud’s fiction as 
a whole. 


All modern heroic myths are but redactions of 
the ur-myth of the hero as this has been dissected 
and outlined by Otto Rank, Lord Raglan, and 
Joseph Campbell. That myth is too well known to 
require reproduction here, but anyone can see, for 
example, that the Horatio Alger story is a form of 
the heroic myth and that, existing as it does in a 
democratic and predominantly Protestant society, 
the story has taken on the characteristics of that so- 
ciety while dropping those features of the old heroic 
myths which are culturally uncongenial: its aristo- 
cratic and sexual overtones. Similarly, it can be 
seen that the myth of the baseball hero is an amal- 
gam of the heroic myth and its democratic off- 
spring, the Horatio Alger story: 


1) the hero is from undistinguished parentage and has 
a rural background; 


2) the hero’s father teaches him to play baseball, per- 
haps thereby fulfilling his own unrealized boyhood 
ambitions; 


3) the hero is discovered in his rural haunts by a hard- 
working scout; 
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4) the hero is transported to the city where he finds 
life frightening and bewildering; he encounters diffi- 
culty in convincing the team “brass” that he has the 
necessary talent; 


5) the hero finally gets his chance and displays prodi- 
gious talents (fastest fastball, longest home run); 


6) the hero rises to stardom, has a “day” at the sta- 
dium and inarticulately expresses his humble thanks; 


7) everything after the hero’s day savors somewhat 
of anti-climax, his talents gradually decay, and he 
eventually retires. 


Roy Hobbs, Malamud’s hero, is one who lives 
and finds his meaning only within this mythology 
and this is his tragic weakness. He is obsessed with 
a sense of mission which is nothing less than to fill 
out the heroic proportions which the pattern casts 
for those who would follow it. Roy’s lack of any 
values outside the mythology is one of the major 
sources of the tragicomic quality which Malamud 
has been able to impart to the novel: Roy’s refusal 
to think in any terms other than those of baseball 
is, to begin with, comic, and he becomes the pro- 
totypical goon athlete immortalized in our litera- 
ture by Lardner and James Thurber. So this pas- 
sage in which Harriet Bird sizes Roy up as a future 
victim of her sexually-tinged desire to murder fa- 
mous athletes: 


Had he ever read Homer? 


Try as he would he could only think of four bases 
and not a book. His head spun at her allusions. He 
found her lingo strange with all the college stuff and 
hoped she would stop it because he wanted to talk 
about baseball. 


And: 
“What will you hope to accomplish, Roy?” 


He had already told her but after a minute remarked, 
“Sometimes when I walk down the street I bet peo- 
ple will say there goes Roy Hobbs, the best there ever 
was in the game.” 


She gazed at him with touched and troubled eyes. “Is 
that all?” 


He tried to penetrate her question. Twice he had an- 
swered it and still she was unsatisfied. He couldn’t 
be sure what she expected him to say. “Is that all?” 
he repeated. “What more is there?” 


“Don’t you know?” ... 


“Isn’t there something over and above earthly 
things—some more glorious meaning to one’s life 
and activities?” 


“In baseball?” 


Fifteen years and worlds of agonies later Roy 
is still held in the grip of the mythology, still re- 
fusing to think or act outside of it. Now, however, 


Roy’s refusal to see outside the myth is not comic, 
but rather tragic. It is so because we are here wit- 
ness to the spectacle of a man who has given his 
life for that myth, and because myth cannot be de- 
fended entirely from within; it must be defended 
by a hero who sees both inside and outside it. Stall, 
there is another chance for Roy to save the myth 
through an acceptance of the love of Iris Lemon. 
Such an acceptance would prepare him to confront 
the world of objective reality while at the same time 
remaining true to baseball’s mythology: Iris is in 
the real world but she still believes in heroes. Here 
Roy’s refusal of Iris’ love guarantees his inevitable 
(Natural) failure. This time when Roy reveals in 
conversation with a woman (Iris) his tragic limita- 
tion it is no longer a laughing matter; his vision has 
taken on a kind of Oedipal blindness: 


“IT wanted everything.” His voice boomed out of the 
silence. 


She waited. 
“T had a lot to give to this game.” 
“Life?” 


“Baseball. If I had started out fifteen years ago like 
I tried to, I’da been king of them all by now.” 


“The king of what?” 

“The best in the game,” he said impatiently. 

She sighed deeply. “You’re so good now.” 

“Г да been better. I’da broke most every record there 
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was. 
“Does that mean so much to you?” 
“Sure,” he answered.... 


“But I don’t understand why you should make so 
much of that. Are your values so—!” 


Roy’s values are “so—” for this is what dis- 
tinguishes the hero from ordinary people like Iris. 
A hero is someone who acts within and for a 
mythology—national, regional, occupational— 
even when to do so is to jeopardize his very exis- 
tence. Malamud’s ironic vision is that such an in- 
sulated hero cannot possibly win out. 


What continually threatens the existence of the 
hero and of the mythology which he serves is what 
Wallace Stevens called the “pressure of reality.” It 
is always clear that mythologies are in some ways 
divorced from the real world, though what they 
contain may be directives for solving the world’s 
problems. Here the fading, sagging ball park where 
the Knights play their home games functions as 
metaphor for the other-worldly quality of mythol- 
ogy.... Inside the park gates one is transported to 
another world filled with grotesque devotees, 
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magic bats, and super-sized demigods. The drama 
of the hero’s story comes out of the conflict be- 
tween the mythology within which the hero acts 
and the pressures of reality which work always to 
force the hero into a betrayal of his mythology. 


In The Natural the pressure of reality is rep- 
resented by the unholy alliance of Judge Goodwill 
Banner, the Knights’ owner: Gus Sands, the 
Supreme Bookie; and Memo Paris, Roy’s love. The 
sportswriter, Max Mercy (whose name like that of 
the Judge has its obvious irony), ts their press agent. 
The Judge has a completely cynical, ruthless atti- 
tude toward the game. He is in it to make money 
and Malamud skillfully contrasts him with his co- 
owner, Pop Fisher, who manages the team and sub- 
scribes wholly to the mythology of the game. Sim- 
ilarly, Gus Sands has no reverence for the game 
itself. To him it is simply “action” on which to bet. 
Because of the death of her hero, Bump Baily, 
Memo Paris has disavowed her belief in the 
mythology and she now works with the Judge and 
Gus to destroy the hero. 


The hero must meet the challenge to his 
mythology head-on, and it is one of the central 
ironies of the novel that Roy Hobbs meets this chal- 
lenge as he lies bewildered and enfeebled in a hos- 
pital bed. The doctor has told Roy that he must quit 
baseball or risk a heart attack, and Memo, whom 
Roy covets, has made it clear that she is to be had 
only for the kind of money which comes to a fa- 
mous athlete. Thus when Judge Banner appears at 
the bedside to bribe Roy into throwing the play-off 
game the hero 1s at his lowest ebb. Faced with his 
physical predicament and an uncertain financial fu- 
ture, the hero succumbs. He has at last seen out- 
side the mythology, but in so doing he loses his 
grip on the mythology itself. 


When in the midst of the play-off game Roy 
attempts to reattach himself to the mythology he 
cannot do so. Wonderboy, the magic bat, breaks in 
two, for once this hero has seen and acted outside 
the mythology—acted, that is, against it—he can 
never again act with it; his limited vision will not 
permit him to. Thus the gates of Roy’s Eden are 
closed forever and there remains for him nothing 
to do but drag himself up the stairs to the Judge’s 
darkened tower to collect his reward. 


This final scene is the novel’s best, for in it 
Malamud makes the reader fully aware of the 
tragedy of Roy’s lost herohood. Divorced forever 
from the mythology which gave his life meaning, 
Roy can only beat up Gus Sands and the Judge, 
tear open the envelope containing the bribe money, 
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N Roy Hobbs, as we have 


seen, 1s too limited a hero to 
assume this difficult stance; for 
him it is impossible to act within 
a mythology and at the same 

time see beyond it so as to defend 
it. For him it must be one thing 
or the other.” 





and shower it over the Judge’s head. The end for 
this failed hero is to enter the real world and to find 
it a sordid and bitter place: 


When he hit the street he was exhausted. He had not 
shaved, and a black beard gripped his face. He felt 
old and grimy. 


He stared into the faces of people he passed along 
the street but nobody recognized him. 


“He coulda been a king,” a woman remarked to a 
man. 


So with modern man: divorced forever from 
the mythologies of his past, he finds himself alone, 
on the street, adrift in a new and mythless world. 


And yet, of course, this is not the end for the 
Malamud hero; it is merely the first installment. 
Roy Hobbs is the hero of a mythology, but ulti- 
mately he fails that mythology by his inability to 
see and act beyond it without destroying it for him- 
self. The mythology of baseball is what keeps the 
game alive in the hearts of its fans. Without that 
mythology the game would disintegrate into a jum- 
ble of meaningless statistics and facts. Yet condi- 
tions change, and the mythology of baseball must 
be continually defended on new grounds. What this 
latest baseball hero should have done is to accept 
Iris Lemon’s love, and, sustained by this new and 
vitalizing outside force, resist temptation and ex- 
pose the Judge and Gus who represent the greed 
and corruption which now threaten baseball’s 
mythology. In this way the hero would have re- 
mained true to his mythology while at the same 
time defending it against hostile forces. But Roy 
Hobbs, as we have seen, is too limited a hero to as- 
sume this difficult stance; for him it is impossible 
to act within a mythology and at the same time see 
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beyond it so as to defend it. For him it must be one 
thing or the other. 


Source: Frederick W. Turner III, “Myth Inside and Out: The 
Natural’ in Bernard Malamud and the Critics, New York 
University Press, edited by Leslie A. Field and Joyce W. 
Field, 1970, pp. 109-119. 
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With the encouragement of Francois Mauriac, 
Eliezer Wiesel broke his silence on the horror of 
the Holocaust to produce an 800 page memoir en- 
titled, Un di Velt Hot Geshvign, in 1956. That 
cathartic story was reworked over two years and 
became the slim 1958 novella La Nuit which be- 
came Night in 1960. Wiesel’s novel revealed the 
Holocaust in stark, evocative, detail. He had a hard 
time finding an audience, however, in a world that 
preferred the 1947 Diary of Young Girl written by 
Anne Frank. Night made no claim on innocence but 
created an aesthetic of the Holocaust to force peo- 
ple to face the horrible event and, hopefully, break 
the general silence surrounding that hell. For 
Wiesel, Night began a brilliant writing career. 


Night begins in 1941 in a Hasidic Community 
in the town of Sighet, Transylvania. There we meet 
a devote young boy named Eliezer who is so fas- 
cinated by his own culture and religion that he 
wishes to study Jewish cabbala. His father, how- 
ever, says he must master the Talmud before he can 
move on to the mystical side of the Jewish faith. 
Moshe the Beadle indulges the boy until the real- 
ity of World War II reaches them. The fascists 
come to power in Romania and foreign Jews are 
deported and Moshe with them. Some days later, 
he makes it back to town and tells them what hap- 
pened. All the people presumed deported were shot. 
That was only the beginning, the dusk of the com- 
ing night. Within a matter of paragraphs, officers 
of the Nazi SS corps have arrived and the family 
is broken up and sent to Birkenau. The metaphor- 
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ical night only gets darker as Eliezer struggles to 
Survive in the brutality and degradation of the 
Camps. 


Author Biography 





No other individual is so identified with the 
Holocaust—its memory and its prevention—as 
Wiese]. He was bom in 1928 in Sighet, Romania, 
lo Shlomo (a grocer) and Sarah Wiesel. His par- 
ents were pact of a Hasidic Jewish community and 
encouraged him in his religious studies. Growing 
up. young Wiesel “believed profoundly” and felt it 
hos duly lo pray. їп 1944, the distant threat of Hitler 
invaded the community and his family was de- 
ported to 4 Conceniration camp. A few years after 
the war, Wiesel was ceunited with surviving fam- 
ly members—two sisters. 


Al the war's close, Wiesel hoped io emigrate 
to Palestine which would see the declaration of the 
stale of Israel in 1947. Being an orphan, however, 
placed him with other children enroute to Belgium. 
General Charles de Gaulle inlervened and brought 
the train to France. Wiesel finished his teens in Nor- 
mandy and won entrance to the Sorbonne in Paris. 
After completing his studies he became a journal- 
ist. After a decade of living in France, he moved 
to the United States and eventually gained Amer- 
can ciuzenship. In 1969, he mamed Marion Ecster 
Rose. She is also a survivor of the camps and a 
whiter in her own night. She became his English 
translator, 


In 1954, while working on assignment for a 
Tel Aviv newspaper, he interviewed Nobel Laure- 
ale Francois Maunac. When the discussion turned 
io the suffenng of Jesus. Wiesel angnly bursi ovt 
ihat nobody was speaking of the suffering just a 
few years before. Maunac suggesicd he break the 
silence. The result wag the first of many works, an 
800 page memoir in Yiddish, Un di Velt Hot 
Geshviga (1956), which detailed his expenence of 
losing his family and friends to the concentration 
camps. This work became the famous La Nutt. 
(1958) or, in English, Night (1960). 


At the ime of the book's completion, nobody 
wanted to be reminded of the Holocaust. In fact, 
the publishing world felt Anne Frank's Diary of a 
Linie Girl was a sufficient memento of the horror. 
A tiny firm disagreed and managed to pay $250. 
Today, annual sales of the work in the United States 
exceed 300,000 copies. 
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Despite the book's lack of commercial success, 
Wiesel was defined by it, He has spent his life, ever 
since, as a vocal champion of human nights. His 
eloquent mora] voice has often been compared with 
that of Albert Camus. Wiesel hopes that his stories 
will prompt a reflecuan that leads 10 a more hu- 
mane future. In (986, Wiesel was awarded the No- 
be! Peace Prize. 


For the Jase decade he has advised the U. 8. 
Congress on memonals, religion, and the Middle 
Easi. He has served as chairman of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Council and is the An- 
drew Mellon Professor of Humanities at Boston 
University. In May 1997, Wiesel was appointed to 
Head the Swiss Holocaust Fund. This was in 
“recognition of his extraordinary accomplishments 
and his respected moral guidance,” said Swiss For- 
eigen Minister Flavio Coti. 





Plot Summary 


Sighet 

Might opens with a descnpiion of Mashe the 
Beadle, a poor Jew in Sighet, who is teaching Jew- 
ish mysticism 10 young Eliezer. After Most is ex- 
pelled with the other foreign-borm Jews, he mirac- 
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ulously returns to tell the Jews of Sighet that all 
those who were expelled have been killed. How- 
ever, none of the villagers believe him, and even- 
tually Moshe stops telling his tale. In the spring of 
1944, German troops appear in Sighet, and the oc- 
cupiers issue anti-Semitic decrees and establish two 
Jewish ghettos. Eventually, the Jews of Sighet are 
told that they are going to be evacuated. 


The Germans pack Eliezer and his family onto 
a train. Madame Schacter screams every night that 
she sees a fire and the others try to silence her, 
shaken by her insanity. It is not until they approach 
the camp itself, and see flames, that they realize 
that she has predicted their fate. They have arrived 
at Birkenau. 


Birkenau 

The guards order the man and women to sep- 
arate, and Eliezer is parted from his mother and lit- 
tle sister forever. He and his father see little chil- 
dren being burned alive and Eliezer realizes that he 
will never forget the sight. 


In the barracks, Eliezer’s father asks an SS of- 
ficer where the lavatories are and the man strikes 
him. Eliezer does nothing for fear of being struck 
himself, but he vows never to forgive the striking 
of his father. The men are then marched to 
Auschwitz. 


Auschwitz 

The men arrive at their block, where the pris- 
oner in charge speaks the first human words they 
have yet heard. Later the men are tattooed and 
Eliezer becomes A-7713; he has been stripped even 
of his name. 


A relative of Eliezer’s, Stein, manages to find 
them, and Eliezer lies that Stein’s wife and chil- 
dren are well. Stein continues to visit them occa- 
sionally, until he goes to find news of his family 
and Eliezer never sees him again. After three 
weeks, the remaining men in the block are marched 
to Buna, another camp. 


Buna 

At Buna, the men are transferred to the musi- 
cians’ block and begin work at an electrical equip- 
ment warehouse. Eliezer befriends Tibbi and Yossi, 
two Zionist brothers with whom he talks of emi- 
grating to Palestine after the war. 


Idek, the Kapo, beats Eliezer for no apparent 
reason. A French girl wipes his bloodstained fore- 
head and says a few comforting words. On another 
day, Idek beats Eliezer’s father with an iron bar, 
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and instead of feeling anger towards Idek, Eliezer 
feels anger towards his father for not knowing how 
to avoid Idek’s blows. 


The foreman, Franek, demands Eliezer’s gold 
crown. When Eliezer refuses, Franek begins to pun- 
ish Eliezer’s father for not marching properly. Fi- 
nally, father and son decide to give up the crown, 
which is removed by a dentist to whom Eliezer 
must pay a ration of bread. 


On a Sunday, usually a day of rest, Eliezer 
finds Idek in the warehouse with a girl, and Idek 
has Eliezer whipped twenty-five times. On another 
Sunday, the camp is bombed. One man crawls to- 
wards two pots of soup and all the men watch him 
enviously. He dies with his body poised over the 
soup. The camp is not destroyed by the air raid, but 
it gives the men hope. 


A man is hanged, and the other prisoners are 
forced to witness it. Later, there is another hang- 
ing, this time of a child, beloved in the camp, who 
has been associated with the Resistance. The child 
dies a slow, agonizing and silent death as the men 
weep. Someone in the crown asks where God is, 
and Eliezer hears a voice inside him reply that God 
is on the gallows. 


The men debate how to celebrate Rosh 
Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, but Eliezer’s heart 
revolts at the thought of celebrating. On Rosh 
Hashanah, he finds his father and kisses his hand, 
silently, as a tear drops between them, knowing that 
they have never understood each other so clearly. 
Later, on Yom Kippur, the men debate whether or 
not they should fast. Eliezer eats, viewing it as an 
act of rebellion against God, but feels a great void 
in his heart nonetheless. 


After Eliezer has been transferred to the build- 
ing unit, a selection occurs. Eliezer is not selected 
for death, and Eliezer’s father thinks he has also 
passed, but after several days they find out that his 
number was written down. While awaiting another, 
decisive selection, Eliezer’s father gives his knife 
and spoon. The next day, everyone is kind to 
Eliezer, already treating him like an orphan. When 
the day is over, he finds that his father has escaped 
the second selection, and gives him back his knife 
and spoon. 


In wintertime, Eliezer enters the hospital for 
an operation on his foot. While he recovers there, 
he hears that the camp is being evacuated. Eliezer 
and his father decide to evacuate with the others. 
We are told that those who stayed behind in the 
hospital were liberated by the Russians two days 
after the evacuation. 
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The men march away from the camp, then be- 
gin to run. Those who cannot keep up are shot; oth- 
ers are trampled to death in the crowd. Only his fa- 
ther’s presence keeps Eliezer from succumbing to 
death. When the men are finally allowed to stop, 
Eliezer’s father pushes him towards a brick factory, 
where they agree to take turns sleeping. Rabbi Eli- 
ahou enters the factory, looking for his son: Eliezer 
realizes the Rabbi’s son has abandoned his father. 
Eliezer prays for the strength never to do what 
Rabbi Eliahou’s son has done. 


Gliewitz 

The men arrive at Gliewitz, trampling each 
other on the way into the barracks. As Eliezer lies 
оп а pile of men, he realizes that Juliek is playing 
his violin, giving a concert to dead and dying men. 
When he wakes up, he sees Juliek’s corpse and his 
smashed violin beside him. 


At Gliewitz, Eliezer saves his father from se- 
lection. Later, on the train, Eliezer’s father does not 
wake, and Eliezer slaps him back to life before the 
men can throw him out with the corpses. At one 
stop, onlookers throw bread into the cars, and the 
men fight each other for it. Eliezer sees a son kill 
his father for a crust of bread and the son, in turn, 
killed by other men. When they reach Buchenwald, 
a dozen men, including Eliezer and his father, are 
left in the wagon out of the hundred who began the 
journey. 


Buchenwald 


At Buchenwald, Eliezer’s father announces 
that he is ready to die, but Eliezer forces him to 
continue on. Later, his father develops dysentery 
and is unable to leave his bed. Eliezer arranges to 
stay near his father, but when his father begs him 
for water, an SS clouts him on the head, and Eliezer 
does not move, afraid he will also be hit. Eliezer’s 
father’s last word is his name; the next day, he is 
gone. Eliezer has no more tears to weep and in his 
weakened conscience he feels freedom. 


Eliezer is transferred to the children’s block, 
beyond all grief. Wiesel says nothing about the 
events of the rest of the winter. On April 10th, the 
Germans are going to evacuate the camp, then blow 
it up, but after the inmates are assembled, the Re- 
sistance rises up and takes over the camp, and 
American tanks arrive at Buchenwald that evening. 
After liberation, Eliezer nearly dies of food poi- 
soning. When he recovers, he looks at himself in 
the mirror, something he has not done since he was 
in Sighet, and a corpse stares back at him. 
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See Eliezer Wiesel 


Alphonse 

In the concentration camps, the best heads of 
the block to be under are Jews. When Elie is trans- 
ferred to the musicians’ block he finds himself un- 
der a German Jew named Alphonse “with an ex- 
traordinarily aged face.” Whenever possible, 
Alphonse would organize a cauldron of soup for 
the weaker ones in the block. 


Akiba Drumer 
Akiba Drumer was a deeply religious elder 
whose “deep, solemn voice” sang Hasidic 


melodies. He would attempt to reassure those 
around him. He interpreted the camps as God’s test 
for his people that they might finally dominate the 
Satan within. And if God “punishes us relentlessly, 
it’s a sign that He loves us all the more.” At one 
point he discovers a bible verse which, interpreted 
through numerology, predicted their deliverance to 
be a few weeks away. 


Eventually he can no longer rationalize the 
horror of the camps with such logic. Finally, he is 
“selected”—but he was already dead. As soon as 
he had lost his faith, “he had wandered among us, 
his eyes glazed, telling everyone of his weakness 
...”’ He asks them to say the Khaddish for him in 
three days—the approximate time until his death. 
They promise to do so, but they forget. 


Franek 

The foreman in the electrical warehouse is a 
former student from Warsaw named Franek. He ter- 
rorizes Eliezer’s father when Eliezer refuses to give 
up his gold crown. Eventually he gives in. A fa- 
mous dentist takes out the crown with a rusty 
spoon. With the crown, Franek becomes kinder and 
even gives them extra soup when he can. 


Hersch Genud 

An elder who conversed with Akiba Drumer 
about the camps as a trial for the people, was Her- 
sch Genud. He was “well versed in the cabbala 
[and] spoke of the end of the world and the com- 
ing Messiah.” 


Idek 

Idek is a Kapo, a prisoner put in charge of a 
barracks. Under his charge is Eliezer’s block and 
all who work in the electrical warehouse. He is 
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Elie Wiesel (second row from bottom, seventh person from left) and other survivors of Buchenwald 


concentration camp. 


prone to violent fits; people wry to stay out of his 
way. One Sunday, he takes the pnsoners under his 
charge to the warehouse for the day so he can be 
with a woman. Eliezer discovers them and 3s 
whipped. Then he is wamed to never reveal what 
he saw. 


Juliek 

Juhek, along with Chlomo and Moshe the Bea- 
de, is one of the most important characters In the 
novel, He is “a bespectacled Pole wich a cytucal 
snule on his pale face.” He kindly explains what to 
до and what not to do on the block, including a 
word of warning ebout the Idek, “the Kapo.” Juliek 
is also a symbo) of the artistry and talent lost in the 
Holocaust. He was a violinist. 


When they were all run lo Gleiwitz and away 
from the approaching Russcans, they were quickly 
apd brolally shoved into barracks, heaped in and 
lef 10 struggle out of a mass of bodies. In this mess, 
Elie and Juliek hear each other's voice. Juliek is 
“OK™ but he worries for his violin which he has 
carried with tim. At this moment Elie feels him- 
self very close to death when he hears “[t]he sound 
of a violin, in thus dark shed, where the dead were 
heaped oa the living, What madman could be play- 
ing the violin here, aC the brink of his own grave?” 


мага т оё 4+ 


lt was Juliek and he was playing Beethoven—a 
German composer. In the moming he was dead. 


Meir Katz 

A farmer who used to bing fresh vegetables 
ta the Wiesels. He was put in charge af the wagon 
taking them to Buchenwald because he was the 
most vigorous. He saves Eliezer from scrangula- 
tion. He confides ta Chlomo that he can’t go on. 
Chlomo tries to balster him but at Buchenwald, 
Meu Katz does not teave the wagon with them. 


Louis 

Louis was a violinist from Holland whe com- 
plained that “they would not let him play 
Beethoven: Jews were not allowed to play German 
music.” 


Moshe the Beadle 

The first person we meet in the novel is the 
“physically awkward” Moshe the Beadle. He is 
poor but the community is fond of him and does 
not resent the generosity he needs. To Eliezer he 
becomes something of an uncle and tutor. He gen- 
iy initiates Ehezer into the mystical side of Ha- 
sidism—something he asked his father about but 
he was told to stick with the Talmud. “Moshe the 
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Beadle, the poor barefoot of Sighet, talked to me 
for long hours of the revelations and mysteries of 
the cabbala.” Moshe the Beadel is a man without 
means and, therefore, no investments to safeguard 
except the people. 


When the foreign Jews are deported, Eliezer 
says goodbye to Moshe. A few days later, Moshe 
returns with a report on the massacre of those de- 
ported. The community dismisses him as a mad- 
man. They dismiss him because if he is to be be- 
lieved, then they too will be as poor as he is. When 
the SS arrive to cordon off the Jews into a ghetto 
and then deport them, Moshe says he tried to warn 
them. Then he flees. 


pipel 

A pipel is a young boy servant of Oberkapo 
(a prisoner put in charge of several barracks) and 
often used as a sex slave. One pipel in particular 
was the servant of a beloved Oberkapo who had 
been killed when he was found hiding weapons 
for the camp resistance. The pipel refused to give 
information under torture. He was hanged before 
all the prisoners. The normal executioner refused 
to be involved so three SS took over. It is a hor- 
rific execution since the boy was too light to die 
by his own weight. He struggled for hours at the 
end of the rope, “That night the soup tasted of 
corpses.” 


Madame Schachter 


An older woman, Madame Schichter, is hud- 
dled in a corner of the wagon with her 10 year-old 
son. She was a “quiet woman with tense, burning 
eyes.” Her husband and two eldest sons had already 
been taken. On the first day of the journey to 
Auschwitz she went out of her mind. She moaned, 
asked where her family was, and then she became 
hysterical. At night she would shriek “I can see 
fire!” Her shrieks would come suddenly and terrify 
everyone. But she did see fire. The last time she 
shrieked and everyone looked, they saw the flames 
of the crematory. 


Stein 


Reizel Stein’s husband from Antwerp seeks 
out Chlomo among the new arrivals at Auschwitz 
for news of his family. He has not seen them since 
1940. Eliezer is faster than his father to recall the 
man as a relative. He lies and says that his mother 
has heard from Reizel. This gives Stein great joy. 
But then, after another train arrives, Stein learns the 
truth and stops coming round to visit. 


Tibi 

Representing the political opposite of the Ha- 
sidic elders who preached nonviolence and pa- 
tience, were two brothers named Tibi and Yossi. 
They believed in the precepts of Zionism, a polit- 
ical pressure movement active mostly in Europe to 
convince the world powers to create a Jewish state 
of Israel in the area of Palestine. They were Jews 
from Czechoslovakia whose parents had been ex- 
terminated at Birkenau. “They lived body and soul 
for each other.” They befriend Eliezer with whom 
they share the regret that their parents had not gone 
to Palestine while there was still time to do so. The 
two boys taught Eliezer Hebrew chants while they 
worked. 


Chlomo Wiesel 

Eliezer’s father, Chlomo, is a “cultured, rather 
unsentimental man ... more concerned with others 
than with his own family.” He is held in great es- 
teem by the community and symbolizes Abraham. 
As Abraham, however, he refuses to sacrifice his 
son. He lives, while in the death camps, to try and 
keep his son alive. Eliezer, as a representation of 
Isaac, also safeguards his father. This relationship is 
the most important of the story. The bitterest mo- 
ment comes when Clomo believes himself selected 
and gives Eliezer his inheritance—a knife and spoon. 


They have done well together until the end, 
when they are shipped to Gleiwitz, and then taken 
to Buchenwald. They are transported in open cars 
(despite the snow) with the result that Chlomo 
comes down with dysentery. Eliezer does all he can 
to comfort his father. He begins to resent the bur- 
den. He is tempted to take his father’s ration but 
does not. The resentment he feels for his father 
haunts him. The haunting grows worse when 
Chlomo begins yelling to Eliezer for water. A guard 
silences him with a blow from a truncheon. At some 
point, Chlomo is taken away to the crematory still 
breathing. Eliezer could only stand by. 


Eliezer Wiesel 

The narrating survivor of the camps is Eliezer, 
who became A-7713. Deeply fascinated by Hasidic 
Judaism, he finds an indulgent teacher in Moshe 
the Beadle. The first cracks in his faith begin, how- 
ever, when Moshe returns from deportation 
changed in demeanor and warning about impend- 
ing doom. The cracks widen inside with every night 
spent in the camps. The crack is not exactly a re- 
jection of God; it is a dismissal shouted out in 
anger. “Never shall I forget those moments which 
murdered my God and my Soul and turned my 
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dreams to dust.” But such moments passed and his 
argument is in keeping with Hasidism. Rather, his 
alteration takes this form, “I no longer accepted 
God’s silence.” 


Eliezer had once believed profoundly and had 
lamented before God but he could no longer do so. 
He “felt very strong” in this realization for he “had 
ceased to be anything but ashes, yet I felt myself 
to be stronger than the Almighty.” Eliezer is hence- 
forth, except for a few moments of doubt, deter- 
mined to live as a man (a being made of dust) and 
survive—“something within me revolted against 
death.” Eliezer may no longer believe in the mer- 
ciful and just God but he believes even less in giv- 
ing into death by concentration camp madness. 


Eliezer represents a truly aesthetic individual 
who represents the best of European civilization. 
He is aware of the myths of his people and their 
history. As such he is able to tell his tale in terms 
of them with references to psalms, gospel stories, 
and personages like Job and indirectly Abraham, 
Isaac, and the three children in the furnace. He is 
truly mystified to account for the camps both in 
terms of religion but also morality. Consequently, 
he is bent solely on survival and only his stomach 
takes note of time. Still he survives but merely as 
a corpse in a mirrored gaze just waking up from 
the long night. 


Yossi 
The brother of Tibi and friend of Elie while 
they all lived in the musician’s block. 


Themes 


Death 


“Someone began to recite the Khaddish, the 
prayer for the dead. I do not know if it has ever 
happened before, in the long history of the Jews, 
that people have ever recited the prayer for the dead 
for themselves.” 


This moment of prayer comes right after ar- 
riving at Auschwitz—“Haven’t you heard about 
it?’’—-when the group is being marched “to the cre- 
matory.” They will not be killed (not yet) but the 
terror this welcome march inflicts serves to instill 
despondency, melancholia, and separation of the 
prisoners from each other. The Germans knew this, 
they knew that their prisoners could not have em- 
pathy: the faster the prisoners live for themselves 
alone, the faster they die together. Eliezer grasps 
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the message of their first walk, saying, “[h]uman- 
ity is not concerned with us.” There is no one to 
witness their death and no one to mourn them with 
the right prayer except themselves. Later, when Ak- 
iba Drumer is selected for death, he asks them to 
recite the Khaddish for him—they forget to do so 
because they are preoccupied with survival. 


Death is a pervasive element in a story about 
death camps. Death is fundamental to human soci- 
ety—anthropologists cite burial practices as the 
foundation of civilization. The Nazi “slaughter- 
houses” and “factories of death” are antithetical to 
this civilized practice of death; the Final Solution is 
an absolute mockery of human rights and values. 
The effect of this madness on persons normally a 
part of a culture organized around a detailed belief 
system, is a breakdown of their social compact with 
each other and a fall into melancholia. The inca- 
pacitating effect of the melancholia each prisoner 
had—worrying only about himself—lead to the ut- 
terly gross situations of a son killing a father for a 
bite of bread. Finally, it is within this breakdown of 
empathy among the people in the camps which 
makes the moment of Chiomo’s final gasp—his 
son’s name—and Juliek’s swan song possibly beau- 
tiful but most likely pathetic to those hearing it. 


Throughout the story, men, like Reizel, say 
they live only because they believe their children 
may still be alive. Eliezer admits several times that 
a similar relationship exists between himself and 
his father. Empathy and the human need of com- 
munity in the face of death, so as to mourn prop- 
erly, must be put back together afterward. This is 
why the stories of the camps must be told and not 
silenced. Only madness remains if mourning oc- 
curs without empathy—only the ghastly and soli- 
tary image of one survivor seeing himself in the 
mirror remains. The survivors must mourn with 
other survivors—‘let’s keep together. We shall be 
stronger’ ’—if they are to escape the madness of the 
camps and the memory. 


God and Religion 

The community of faith to which Eliezer be- 
longs is Hasidic. This is a sect of Judaism that came 
into being during the eighteenth century and its pre- 
cepts have considerable bearing upon the events of 
the novel. Hasidism teaches belief in a personal re- 
lationship with God. In such a system, awe of God 
combines with emotion toward God. One can 
protest, love, fear, and question God without com- 
promising God or contradicting faith. One of 
Wiesel’s favorite prayers may serve as a summary: 
“Master of the Universe, know that the children of 
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Topics 
For Further 
Study 


• Нож does Elie arrive at the conclusion that he 
is stronger than God? 


e Talking with Jason Harris for the Tamalpais 
News in 1995, Wiesel offered this parable: “A 
man is walking alone in the woods; he’s lost and 
looking for a way out. Suddenly he sees another 
man a short distance away from him. He runs 
over to the man and exclaims, ‘Thank God 
you're here! I’m saved! Surely you know the 
way out!’ to which the man responds, ‘First of 
all: don’t go back that way—he points—‘I just 
came from there.’” 


If one considers ‘there’ as the subject of 
Night, what is Wiesel suggesting about modern 
morality? Does it hint at a positive future? 


• Consider the following passage: “The stomach 
alone was aware of the passage of time.” What 
is the function of time in the novel? What 
mind/body problems does Elie discover in his 
fight for survival? Lastly, consider that after all 
the suffering of the camp, Elie gets food poi- 


soning at the end and almost dies; what were 
the health challenges of saving the camp sur- 
vivors? 


e Do some research into the Holocaust and com- 
pare the experience of the Jews, Gypsies, Jeho- 
vah’s Witness, homosexuals, and others who 
were imprisoned. Then compare this to the ex- 
perience of Japanese-Americans and Japanese- 
Canadians during World War Il. 


e Theodore Adorno once said, “it 1s barbaric to 
continue to write poetry after Auschwitz.” What 
did he mean? Do you agree? 


e Read through some of the international treaties 
on human rights or consider the topic of human 
rights generally. What role should international 
bodies play in imposing the idea of human rights 
on other nations (for example: consider Tibet or 
the Serbian camps of the 1980s)? When is it 
proper to intervene in another country’s busi- 
ness? 


Israel are suffering too much; they deserve re- 
demption, they need it. But if, for reasons unknown 
to me, You are not willing, not yet, then redeem 
all the other nations, but do tt soon!” 

With this very brief summary in mind, the dis- 
position of the prisoners grappling with the hell 
they are in begins to make some sense. Neither 
those who doubt or question God, as does Eliezer, 
nor those who never doubt, betray their faith. Ha- 
sidism is antagonistic, “man questions God and 
God answers. But we don’t understand His an- 
swers.” And yet it is true that the Shoah, or Holo- 
caust, was too much for Eliezer to immediately rec- 
oncile with his religion. He was questioning but he 
was growing tired of God’s silence. 

A key figure in this system is Job, a biblical 
character whose faith in God was persecuted and 
tested in extremity. “How I sympathized with Job!” 
says Eliezer, “I did not deny God’s existence, but 
I doubted his absolute justice.” Comparatively, Job 


had it easy. Yet the comparison with that biblical 
figure undermines the tendency to conclude that 
Eliezer lost his faith. He lost many things but he 
did not lose, entirely, his faith in the morality of a 
social compact among men with God. This is what 
is important, maintaining human dignity by main- 
taining the empathy of society—not the question of 
whether or not to fast on some holy day. But it takes 
the telling of the story of Night to realize this. 
Meanwhile, in the death camps, Eliezer confesses 
that “in the depths of my heart, I felt a great void” 
and “we forgot to say the Khaddish” for Akiba 
Drumer. 


Sanity and Insanity 

There are many examples of madness exhib- 
ited during the novel. Two in particular stand out 
as representing the greater insanity of the Holo- 
caust. The first is the hysterical Madame Schachter 
and the second 1s Idek’s enthusiasm for work—be- 
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ing more than a simply mockery of the motto 
“Work is liberty!”’. 

The first example recalls Moshe the Beadle’s 
attempt to warn his fellow Jews of the impending 
doom. They brushed him off while they were still 
apparently safe (“You don’t die of [the Yellow 
Star] ...” said Chlomo). When they realized he was 
right, it was too late. Finding themselves on a her- 
metically sealed cattle wagon in the dead of night, 
they are trapped with their worst fears. Madame 
Schachter begins screaming out their fear: being of- 
fered as burnt sacrifice to the Nazi ideal. They 
physically lash her. They pity her as merely mad 
because they cannot believe any real harm will 
come of their deportation. The Germans are human 
after all. Even Madame Schachter as madness is si- 
lenced when her screamed hallucinations become 
reality and the flames of the crematorium become 
visible from the cattle car window. 


Kapo Idek “has bouts of madness now and 
then, when it’s best to keep out of his way.” That 
is, he is prone to fits of violence—something nei- 
ther Eliezer nor his father could avoid forever. One 
Sunday Idek moved “hundreds of prisoners so that 
he could lie with a girl! It struck me as so funny 
that I burst out laughing.” This self-indulgence is 
done with forethought; it is not a fit. He moves hun- 
dreds of hungry men just so that he might have sex. 
It goes beyond selfishness yet oddly represents the 
entire death camp process—all done for ideas held 
by a handful of men. The general response to the 
Nazi challenge cannot be a loss of faith (every char- 
acter in the story that loses faith dies like Meir 
Katz) but a reinvention of humanity. As Wiesel has 
said elsewhere, “in a world of absurdity, we must 
invent reason; we must create beauty out of noth- 
ingness.” 





Narrative 

The novella is a short piece of fiction that is 
based on the author’s 800-page memoir of his time 
in the Nazi death camps. The shortened tale is told 
from a first person point of view. There is no at- 
tempt to enter other minds and little attempt to ex- 
plain what is on the narrator’s mind. The sole pur- 
pose of the book is to relate briefly and succinctly 
what happened. The reader’s conclusions are meant 
to be independent although they have been lead, 
quite consciously, toward an abhorrence of the 
moral vacuum presented in the camps. 
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Semantics 

The problem of capturing the unrepresentable, 
or sublime, into an art product has not been im- 
possible since the Roman treatise on the topic by 
Longinus. Using examples from the Old Testament 
(particularly Genesis and Job), the Jiad, and po- 
etry, he displayed the successful methods for cap- 
turing nature in verse, ecstasy in poetry, the abyss 
in myth, and supreme beings in mere names. As a 
result, Occidental aesthetics views nothing as be- 
yond the ability of the well-trained artist to present 
it in a packaged form. 


Nevertheless, the moral chaos and utter hell 
that was the Holocaust surpassed any previously 
recorded human abyss. For some, even fifty years 
later, it has broken the aesthetic mold of Longinus; 
how is it possible to comprehend, let alone repre- 
sent, this most awful of all events? Not easily, yet 
Wiesel’s methods resemble those humans who pre- 
ceded him in the effort to understand the horrible 
and sublime by representing their experience in one 
form or other. It is through that artistic effort that 
comprehension comes. 


The means of representing the unrepresentable 
are the techniques of the sparse and staccato. In this 
case, those techniques are used to keep the reader, 
as much as possible, in mind of how precious is the 
breath of air the death camp inmates survive on. 
Words are used sparingly and, when possible, blank 
space is used instead. 


The terse sentences remind the reader of the 
necessity of conserving energy: one is meant to be 
bothered by the apparent waste of Eliezer’s run 
across the camp (at the end of a workday) to check 
on his father. Generally, scenes are made up of few 
words yet loom large; the storyteller relies on the 
imagination of the audience, rather than on his abil- 
ity. He places the dots and hints at the color, but 
the reader creates the image. Sentences like: “An 
open tomb”, “Never”, “The gate to the camp 
opened.” They are fragments, scraps of evidence 
that remain until they are sown together into a nar- 
rative which makes sense of what happened. The 
narrative replaces the useless pictures the Gls took 
when they liberated the camps. The struggle of rep- 
resenting the unrepresentable horror, as Wiesel dis- 
covered, is best accomplished in the same way that 
Longinus felt the writers of the Talmud did—-with 
few words and plenty of space for digestion. 


Allusion 
Night is full of scriptural allusions, or hints of 
reference to biblical passages. In fact, the very 
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timelessness of the constant night is reminiscent of 
supernatural tales. Hasidic tales especially do not 
follow Occidental notions but develop their own 
time according to the message of the story. “Time,” 
says Sibelman, “is represented as a creative force, 
a bridge sinking man to eternity.” Within the story 
time are more direct allusions to particular stories. 
Two of the most memorable examples will suffice 
to demonstrate. 


Immediately after realizing that the group is 
not marching into the death pit, there is the incan- 
tation, “Never shall I forget that night, the first 
night in camp ...” etc. This passage is a pastiche 
of Psalm 150. In French (and Wiesel writes in 
French or Yiddish), the start of each line begins 
with Jamais (meaning never). Psalm 150 praises 
God for his works and deeds while the “Never” 
passage commits just the opposite reality to mem- 
ory. 

Another example of allusion is the execution 
of the three prisoners. One of these doomed pris- 
oners is an innocent child, a pipel. This scene re- 
calls the moment in the Christian Gospel when 
Christ is crucified. In the Gospel according to 
Matthew, he is accompanied by two thieves. At 
the point of expiration, Christ asks God why he 
has been forsaken. At death, the sky darkens and 
the onlookers murmur that this was definitely the 
Son of God. In contradistinction, the death of the 
pipel bothers the onlookers in the opposite way. 
There is still a look for God but this time, “[w]here 
is he? Here He is—He is hanging here on the 
gallows ... ” 


Anti-bildungsroman 


Traditionally, the bildungsroman in German 
literature is the story of a young, naive, man en- 
tering the world to seek adventure. He finds his ad- 
venture but it provides him with an important les- 
son. The denouement finds him happy, wiser, and 
ready for a productive life. The classic example is 
J.W. von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprentice- 
ship. 


Wiesel’s novella turns this tradition on its 
head. He presents an educated young man forced 
into a hell made by human hands. There he learns 
more wisdom than he asked for, even when he 
dreamed of learning the mystical tradition. What 
he learns about human behavior he would rather 
not apply. In the end, he sees himself in the mir- 
ror, for the first time in several years, as a corpse. 
The result is not that he will think about being a 
productive worker, but about healing humanity. 


Historical Context 





The Eisenhower Years 

Eisnehower was re-elected in 1956 to continue 
his leadership of an America that had emerged lit- 
erally overnight as the most awesome industrial 
military complex the world had ever seen. At the 
start of WWII, while Hitler was invading Poland, 
there were more men employed in Henry Ford’s 
car plants than in the Army. However, the U. S. 
had what nobody else on the planet did—an in- 
credible surplus of electric power. The Grand 
Coulee and Bonneville Dams had just been com- 
pleted with the result that immediately in 1942 the 
European skies were full of American planes— 
planes that could be instantly replaced. All this 
wartime manufacture was retooled for the domes- 
tic economy to produce record numbers of cars, 
jeeps, appliances, track housing, and a whole range 
of consumer items to be seen in glossy magazines 
like Life and Playboy. The Broadway hit about the 
Holocaust, The Diary of Anne Frank, was awarded 
the Pulitzer and on the television Elvis could only 
be shown from the waist up while singing the hit 
song, “Blue Suede Shoes.” Real wages and the 
GNP were up. 


Taking advantage of the opportunities offered 
by the military industrial strength were thousands 
of GI’s who returned from war, went to school, 
and by the mid-1950s were settled in suburban 
housing developments. This led to new myths of 
domesticity. The dependence on the car was im- 
mediately born and Congress passed the Federal 
Highway Act authorizing the construction of 
42,500 miles of roads. Along with the car, the 
mythological love affair with the nuclear family 
was born and defined. It was more of a geograph- 
ical definition necessitated by the sudden separa- 
tion brought by suburbia to the extended family 
complex. Underneath the jubilation of this pros- 
perity there was a growing anxiety over the Soviet 
Union and an increasing volume of dissent from 
America’s minorities. 


Cold War 

The phrase, “Cold War”, was first used to de- 
scribe U.S.-Soviet relations in 1947. But in 1956 
there were evident signs of this war as well as a 
distinct development of an independent Chinese so- 
cialism. The most famous of Cold War signs be- 
came Nikita Kruschchev’s welcome of Western 
ambassadors on November 17 when he said, “His- 
tory is on our side. We will bury you!” In turn Kr- 
uschchev’s repudiation of the Stalinist era opened 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


* 1956: The Holocaust, outside of Israel, is not 
discussed. The nearest approach is the rework- 
ing of Anne Frank’s story for the stage. 


Today: Ignoring the rightwing extremists who 
deny the Holocaust ever happened, recent years 
have seen a number of mourning activities for 
Holocaust victims. Elie Wiesel was named head 
of the Swiss Holocaust Fund. All across Ger- 
many, memorials, art works, and peace shrines 
have been raised. Art has been returned and 
Spielberg’s Schindler’s List has been viewed by 
millions of people around the world. Holocaust 
museums have been opened in several cities and 
archives set up for the recording of survivor tes- 
timony. 

e 1956: The Cold War “heats” up as suburban 
dwellers construct bomb shelters in their back- 
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yards. At school, the kids practice air raid 
drills. 


Today: The Cold War has ended. The U. S. and 
Russia are almost partners both politically and 
economically. Unfortunately, little has altered in 
terms of nuclear targeting by either country. 


e 1956: Canada assists India with a nuclear en- 
ergy program. 


Today: Both Pakistan and India have nuclear 
capabilities aimed at deterring the other. 


• 1956: It is a tense year in the Middle East due 
to disagreements over the Suez canal. 


Today: Tensions run high in the Middle East 
because the peace process stalls between Israel 
and the Palestinian Liberation Organization. 


a rift between Soviet communism and that occur- 
ring in China. Mao Zedong reacted to Kruschchev 
with his speech, “On the Ten Great Relationships.” 
There he outlined a peasant and agrarian focused 
structure in which the peasant would have eco- 
nomic consuming power. Thus, he rejected the So- 
viet emphasis on heavy industry. 


This personal exchange was in the fall of a year 
that saw acceleration in the arms race. After Soviet 
authorities suppressed Polish and Hungarian re- 
volts in February, the Soviets occupied Hungary 
and used the excuse to install intermediate ballis- 
tic missiles whose range put southern Europe on 
guard. Eisenhower offered asylum to all Hungar- 
ian “freedom fighters” but made no other move. 
The U.S. military answered the Soviet missile de- 
ployment by exploding its first airborne hydrogen 
bomb in May and carrying out a series of nuclear 
tests in the Pacific. The U.S. also developed the Po- 
laris missile; it is a nuclear warhead that can be 
launched from a submarine. 


Middle East 
Israel accepted a UN proposed truce with Jor- 
dan that was soon followed by cease-fire agree- 
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ments with Lebanon and Syria. However, the So- 
viets refused to allow either U.S. or British troops 
to patrol the cease-fire. Soviet threats were not 
taken too seriously. Meanwhile, an alliance formed 
between Saudi Arabia, Yemen and Egypt. For Is- 
rael it was a tense year but a decade of peace fol- 
lowed—broken by the 1967 Six Day War over the 
Sinai. 

In early summer 1956, President Nasser of 
Egypt announced the Suez Canal Company’s con- 
cession would not be renewed in 1968. A few 
weeks later, after British troops departed, he de- 
clared the company illegal and ordered its seizure. 
British and French nationals left Egypt while their 
prospective ambassadors submitted the matter of 
the canal to the UN. The Suez Crisis also had the 
delayed effect of a whole community of Jews be- 
ing expelled from Egypt. In the fall of 1956, 
Britain, France and Israel militarily reacted to 
Egyptian actions. The result was a complete 
grounding of the Egyptian air force, occupation of 
the Sinai by British and French troops, and a low 
in Anglo-American relations. By January of 1957, 
however, the Suez was restored to Egypt and 
France was reconciled to the US. 
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Human Political Relations 

The U.S. Supreme Court outlawed racial seg- 
regation in April and, soon after, the bus boycott 
of Montgomery began after the insubordination of 
Rosa Parks. Martin Luther King accepted leader- 
ship of the boycott and the Civil Rights Movement 
went full speed ahead. 

The Nationalist government of South Africa 
admitted its plan to remove 60,000 mixed-blood 
“colored” from the voting rolls of Cape Province. 
In late summer, 100,000 non-whites were forcibly 
evicted from their homes to make room for whites. 

In China, the killings continued. From 1949 to 
1960, it is estimated that 26.3 million people were 
killed for resisting communization. 


Technology 

The first successful videotape recorder is 
demonstrated in Redwood City, CA. Nuclear power 
is seen as the way of the future as well as a nec- 
essary component of a nuclear weapons arsenal. 
Uranium deposits found north of Saskatchewan’s 
Lake Athabasca make that Canadian province the 
number one uranium producer in the world. Canada 
pledges to assist India with its nuclear power pro- 
gram so long as the plants are not used for the de- 
velopment of weapon grade plutonium. 


Critical Overview 





The reception of Night has remained consis- 
tent. The book did not fetch a high price and the 
criticism upon its publication was favorable but su- 
perficial. Reviewers were quick to empathize with 
the narrative but offered nothing in the way of cri- 
tique or constructive engagement. 

As time passed, however, critics like Simon P. 
Sibelman have approached the work as an ethical 
treatise demanding reflection. They have begun to 
ask Wiesel’s question, “what is the state of our 
morality at the dawn of the next century?” Critics 
have also grappled with how Wiesel accomplished 
what many said couldn’t be done—transcribe the 
horror of the holocaust into literary form. Thus, 
while Wiesel’s book makes no distinguishing claim 
between art and life, a few critics have explored 
what has come to be known as the Holocaust aes- 
thetic. Most reviews suggest the novel as compul- 
sory for anyone concerned about civilization. Few 
want to accept it for what it is, a gentle voice of 
reason asking us to never allow the Holocaust to 
recur. 

W. H. Hager’s review for the Christian Cen- 
tury 1s typical of early reviews. Hager says blandly, 
“... It 18 a personal record of a child’s experience. 
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As such it should be given a place beside Anne 
Frank’s diary ... The worst tragedy is always the 
death of God in the human soul and when we see 
it happen to a child who has come face to face with 
man’s evil inhumanity to man we are made to know 
how dark the night of the soul can be. There are 
unforgettable moments—like that when the Polish 
Juliek plays Beethoven among the corpses.” Al- 
ready, he was repeating what had been said in the 
August, 1960, issue of Kirkus. There the review 
made an “inevitable comparison with Anne Frank.” 


The New Yorker repeated the norm but offered 
a little more insight in its March 18, 1961, issue. 
“The author’s style is precise and brief; he catches 
a person or a scene in a sentence. He lacks self- 
pity but not self-awareness.” Nothing, however, 
was Said about other semantic aspects like Wiesel’s 
use of silence and white space. 


Not all early reviews were unimaginative. 
Robert Alter, in “Elie Wiesel: Between Hangman 
and Victim,” notes the role of mystical Hasidism 
in the story. He also declares that Night is only the 
beginning—the factual grounding—for a man 
whose “imaginative courage ... endows [his] fac- 
tually precise writing with a hallucinated more- 
than-realism: [Wiese]] is able to confront the hor- 
ror with a nakedly self-exposed honesty rare even 
among writers who went through the same ordeal.” 


Alter then goes on to compare Wiesel’s imag- 
inative landscape with the lyric love poetry of John 
Donne. This is a refreshing occurrence where one 
would expect to see a reference to Anne Frank. Al- 
ter perceives lyric love poetry as a likely prede- 
cessor to Wiesel’s work. In his interpretation, lyric 
love poetry was the last time writers were so fo- 
cused on the minutiae of, in their case, the lover 
and beloved. Alter contends that Wiesel is minutely 
focused on the relationship between executioners, 
victims, and spectators. 


“Wiesel has been considered the chief novel- 
ist of the holocaust ... [because he] succeeded in 
blending Jewish philosophy, mythology, and his- 
torical experience,” said Lothar Kahn in “Elie 
Wiesel: Neo-Hasidism” (1968). In the late 1970s, 
Wiesel’s work was assessed in the 1978 book by 
Rosenfeld and Greenberg entitled, Confronting the 
Holocaust. Michael Berenbaum explored the trial 
of faith that Eliezer witnessed in his The Vision of 
the Void: Theological Reflections on the Works of 
Elie Wiesel. 


In 1982, Ellen S. Fine published a study of the 
novella, Legacy of Night; The Literary Universe of 
Elie Wiesel. Keeping with Wiesel, Fine does not 
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draw lines between life and literature. Her book is 
about the Holocaust, primarily Elie Wiesel’s Holo- 
caust. “The thrust of Wiesel’s writing does not lie 
in his literary techniques and he has openly rejected 
the notion of art for art’s sake. He is basically a 
storyteller with something to say.” Being a story- 
teller has made him a good lecturer and spokesman. 
Fine argues that taken together, Wiesel’s fiction 
forms a whole work with repeated and varied mo- 
tifs. His work tells a continuous story of a survivor 
with memories. 


D. L. Vanderwerken’s essay explored the tra- 
ditional genre of bildungsroman and its relation- 
ship to Wiesel’s work. In his “Wiesel Night as Anti- 
bildungsroman,” he makes comparisons with 
writers like Saul Bellow and Ralph Ellison to show 
how Eliezer is part of a new fictional hero devel- 
opment. This new hero is worldly to start with, dis- 
covers a more devastating wisdom, and is not even 
happy to be left alive at the end. 


The most recent book-length analysis of 
Wiesel’s fiction is Simon P. Sibelman’s Silence in 
the Novels of Elie Wiesel. There he presents Wiesel 
as a navi, a prophet, who speaks in order to move 
others “to review the course of life [and, thereby,] 
redefine the human condition.” Sibleman spends a 
good deal of the book showing how Wiesel’s tech- 
niques work toward this end. He discusses how 
Wiesel uses the semantics of page layout to add to 
the sense-blank pages and paragraphs made up of 
one short sentence. 


Night remains one of the most powerful liter- 
ary expressions of the Holocaust. It has been re- 
sponsible for sharing the Holocaust with millions 
of people who then register their reaction to the 
bleak, horrific events in the novel. The novel con- 
tinues to question the role of literature in our soci- 
ety—a society still dealing with the memory of the 
Holocaust. 


Criticism 





Jane Elizabeth Dougherty 

Dougherty is a doctoral candidate in English 
at Tufts University. In the following essay, she dis- 
cusses themes of faith and disbelief in Night. 


Elie Wiesel’s Night was first published in an 
English translation in 1960; it is a slightly fiction- 
alized account of Wiesel’s experiences as a con- 
centration camp survivor. His first attempt to write 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Night is the beginning of Wiesel’s oeuvre and 
of a trilogy. The next two works are L’aube 
(Dawn, 1961) and Le Jour (The Accident, 1961) 
and revolve around survivors of the Holocaust 
and the way they deal with the memories of the 
camps. 


¢ Wiesel’s 1962 work, The Town Beyond the Wall, 
concerns a Holocaust survivor who returns to 
Hungary to confront his Nazi persecutors. 
Rather than find relief, the man discovers that 
his revenge denies and displaces moral respon- 
sibility. There is no satisfaction in revenge. 


e The ever popular story of the young girl Anne 
Frank, Diary of a Young Girl (1947) tells of a 
group of Jews coping with the unbearable stress 
of hiding from the Nazis. Eventually they are 
discovered. The diary has been adapted bril- 
liantly for stage and film and remains the fa- 
vorite memento of the Holocaust. 


e Far from the Holocaust, but contemporary with 
Wiesel’s Night are the works of Saul Bellow. 
His Seize the Day was published in 1956 and 
deals with the father/son relationship differently 
than Wiesel does. Both can be read in terms of 
the Abraham/Isaac motif. Together, the two 
works are stark contrasts, yet the hero in both 
works is haunted by the pressure of responsi- 
bility to his father. 


¢ Though some have difficulty with the idea that 
such a serious topic as the Holocaust would be 
treated in such a genre as the graphic novel, Art 
Spiegelman’s 1980-1991 collection Maus 15 а 
brilliant synopsis of the Holocaust. With cats as 
Nazis, mice as Jews, and pigs as Poles, the novel 





exposes more of the tensions that are involved 
in moments of moral chaos than could be pos- 
sible covered in one person’s memory of the 
nightmare. 


e The 1995 novel by Gerda Weissmann Klein 
called All but My Life, tells the story of her ex- 
perience in World War JI. It begins in the pre- 
war days of Poland and continues through her 
three-year stay in German work camps. The 
story ends happily—she marries the American 
lieutenant who is part of American force liber- 
ating the camp. This book is very different from 
other Holocaust stories because Klein writes 
about emotions more than about the ethics of the 
horror. 


e Contemporary with the round up and deporta- 
tion of Jews in Europe, the Japanese in the 
United States and Canada were also imprisoned. 
The story of Obasan, by Joy Kogawa (1981), 
tells the tale of how the hysterical fear of inva- 
sion by the Japanese lead to the exile of Cana- 
dian citizens with Japanese ancestry. They were 
forced to live in camps in the interior and were 
not allowed to resume life as full citizens until 
the early 1950s. 


¢ QOne contemporary of Elie Wiesel was the poet 
and beatnik Allen Ginsberg. His poetry reflected 
much on the suffering of humanity as well as 
the suffering of his own people in the camps. 
Late in the 1950s, he brought together a collec- 
tion of poems entitled Kaddish and Other Po- 
ems. The poem Kaddish itself is a personalizing 
of the Jewish hymn of mourning for his mother 
who died insane in 1956. 





about his experiences was written in Yiddish and 
contained some eight hundred pages; the English 
translation of the French version of those experi- 
ences, Night, is less than a hundred and fifty pages. 
It is episodic in structure, with only a few key 
scenes in each chapter serving to illustrate the 


themes of the work. One of the most important of 
these themes is faith, and specifically Eliezer’s 
struggle to retain his faith in God, in himself, in 
humanity, and in words themselves, in spite of the 
disbelief, degradation and destruction of the con- 
centration camp universe. 
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Night opens in 1943, during a time when Hun- 
gary’s Jews were still largely untouched by the hor- 
rors of the Holocaust. It begins with a description 
of Moshe the Beadle, who is instructing the pious 
young Eliezer in the mysteries of the cabbala, Jew- 
ish mysticism. Eliezer’s education is interrupted 
when Moshe is deported with the other foreign-born 
Jews of Sighet. Moshe returns to Sighet with an al- 
most unbelievable story: all the Jews with whom he 
was deported have been massacred. The villagers 
react with disbelief; they denounce him as a mad- 
man. As Ora Avni writes, this first episode of Night 
reminds the reader of the perils of disbelief. 

Wiesel, the writer, occupies the same position 
as Moshe is the story: he is telling stories that are 
too horrible to be believed, and yet they are true. 
As Lucy Dawidowicz writes, “To comprehend the 
strange and unfamiliar, the human mind proceeds 
from the reality of experience by applying reason, 
logic, and analogy ... The Jews, in their earliest en- 
counters with the anti-Jewish policies of Hitler’s 
Germany, saw their situation as a retro version of 
their history, but in their ultimate experience with 
the Final Solution, historical experience ... failed 
them as explanation.” 

The Jews of Sighet cannot believe Moshe’s sto- 
ries because nothing in their experience has pre- 
pared them for the knowledge that the very fact of 
their existence is punishable by death. His warnings 
go unheeded, even after the Fascists come to power 
in Hungary, even after German troops appear in 
Sighet, even after two Jewish ghettoes are created, 
then rapidly liquidated, right up until the moment 
the last group of Jews from Sighet arrives at Birke- 
nau. It is only as they disembark from the train, 
aware of the smell of burning flesh, that they rec- 
ognize the consequences of their disbelief; faith in 
Moshe’s stories might have given them the impe- 
tus to flee, to hide, or to resist before it was too late. 

Night has been described as a “negative Bil- 
dungsroman,” a coming-of-age story in which, 
rather than finding his identity as a young hero 
would typically do, Eliezer progressively loses his 
identity throughout the course of the narrative. This 
identity-disintegration is experienced individually 
and collectively and symbolized in the early parts 
of the text by the loss of possessions. After the Jews 
of Sighet learn that they are to be deported, they 
abandon religious objects in the backyard of 
Eliezer’s family. Later, while they are waiting to 
be deported, they are forced to relieve themselves 
on the floor of their own holy place, the synagogue. 

Judaism, the shared faith in the special Jewish 
covenant with God which sustains Eliezer and his 
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community, is one of the things which the villagers 
are forced to give up; indeed, their religion is what 
has marked them to be condemned. Nothing in 
Eliezer’s religious studies has prepared him for the 
sight of children being burned alive in pits, a sight 
made all the more horrific for readers by our knowl- 
edge of his own youth and the youth of his sister 
Tzipora, from whom he has just been separated for- 
ever. Wiesel writes, in a now-famous passage: 
“Never shall I forget that night, the first night in 
camp, which has turned my life into one long night, 
seven times cursed and seven times sealed. Never 
shall I forget that smoke. Never shall I forget the lit- 
tle faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned 
into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky. 
Never shall I forget those flames which consumed 
my faith forever. Never shall I forget that nocturnal 
silence which deprived me, for all eternity, of the de- 
sire to live. Never shall I forget those moments which 
murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams 
to dust. Never shall I forget these things, even if I 
am condemned to live as long as God Himself. 
Never.” 

Eliezer’s faith in himself, in God and in hu- 
manity has been consumed, and the horror of this 
annihilation is underscored by the way Wiesel 
structures this passage; in its repetition, it is like a 
prayer. Simon Sibelman writes that “Wiesel com- 
poses a new psalm, one which reflects the nega- 
tivity of Auschwitz and the eclipse of God.” 


The religious traditions of Judaism, then, are 
both inadequate to comprehend the existence of 
Auschwitz and almost impossible to practice there. 
The men in the camp debate whether or not the ob- 
servances of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, re- 
quired of them by the Jewish covenant with God, 
are still required after God has betrayed them by 
breaking that covenant. Eliezer describes eating on 
Yom Kippur, traditionally a day of fasting and 
atonement for sins, as an act of defiance against a 
God in whose mercy he no longer believes. Yet he 
feels a great emptiness within him, as his identity, 
and thus his humanity, has depended on his mem- 
bership in the Jewish community, a community 
which is being destroyed around him. He writes of 
meeting his father on Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish 
New Year, a day when his disbelief makes him feel 
alone in the universe: 


“T ran off to look for my father. And at the same time 
I was afraid of having to wish him a Happy New 
Year when I no longer believed it. 


He was standing near the wall, bowed down, his 
shoulders sagging as though beneath a heavy burden. 
I went up to him, took his hand and kissed it. A tear 
fell upon it. Whose was that tear? Mine? His? I said 
nothing. Nor did he. We had never understood each 
other so clearly.” 
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In this passage, Eliezer silently shares his grief 
with his father; the horrors of Auschwitz have 
stripped their holiest holidays of all meaning and 
the loss is grievous to them both. Yet at other times, 
Wiesel suggests that faith is crucial to surviving in 
the concentration camp. Akiba Drumer, who had 
been so devout, makes the conscious decision to 
die after he loses his faith. Meir Katz, who had been 
so strong, is broken by his loss of faith and dies on 
the last night of the transport to Buchenwald. 
Wiesel has written elsewhere that “it is permissi- 
ble for man to accuse God, provided it be done in 
the name of faith in God.” In other words, Eliezer’s 
ability to argue with God, as he learned during his 
study of the cabbala, is itself a kind of faith in God, 
a faith that helps him to survive the camps. 


Faith is the cornerstone of a relationship with 
God; it is also the cornerstone of Eliezer’s rela- 
tionships with others, which in turn give him a 
sense of his own identity. It is shared faith in God 
which binds the Jews of Sighet together, and it is 
faith in each other which makes those relationships 
viable and strong. 


The most important relationship in Night, and 
one which illustrates the power of faith and of dis- 
belief, is Eliezer’s relationship with his father. Af- 
ter the two are separated from the rest of their fam- 
ily, Eliezer’s only thought is not to lose his father. 
Several times in the story, Eliezer saves his father’s 
life, sometimes risking his own, as he does when 
he rescues his father from the line of men who have 
been condemned. As Ted Estess writes, “Eliezer 
makes only one thing necessary to him: absolute 
fidelity to his father. God has broken His covenant, 
His promises to His people; Eliezer, in contrast, de- 
termines ... not to violate his covenant with his fa- 
ther.“Yet Eliezer is haunted by a desire to abandon 
his father, and is filled with doubts about his own 
ability to keep the covenant between them. He is 
given contradictory advice by two veterans of 
Auschwitz; one tells the newly-arrived men that 
they must band together in order to survive, while 
another tells Eliezer that he is better off without 
worrying about anyone but himself. 


Night contains many scenes where fathers and 
sons are separated, where the son turns on the fa- 
ther or abandons him. Rabbi Eliahou’s faith in his 
son’s love has kept him alive, and thus Eliezer is 
thankful that he has not revealed that Rabbi Elia- 
hou’s son has deliberately abandoned him. He also 
prays to ask for the strength never to do what Rabbi 
Eliahou’s son has done. When Eliezer’s father dies, 
he feels relief, yet Wiesel writes nothing of 
Eliezer’s time in Buchenwald after the death of his 


244 


father, because Eliezer feels that he himself has 
died. Wiesel suggests that though the guards pit 
loved ones against each other, wanting to impose 
a system of “every man for himself,” the men must 
find the strength to have faith in each other and in 
their own ability to resist this almost inexorable 
pressure. As Ellen Fine writes, “to care for another 
shows the persistence of self in a system princi- 
pally designed to annihilate the self.” 


Eliezer’s silence, which occurs when his father 
dies, symbolizes his virtual death. Language is the 
underpinning of human relationships, and is itself 
bound up in notions of faith and disbelief. Martin 
Buber writes that “language ... represents commu- 
nion, communication, and community,” and com- 
munication through language depends on faith in 
shared experiences and concepts. Wiesel asserts 
that the only word that still has meaning at 
Auschwitz is “furnace,” because the smell of burn- 
ing flesh makes it real. The other words, then, have 
lost their meanings, symbolized by the sign pro- 
claiming that “Work Means Freedom.” 


In fact, at Auschwitz, work means a slower 
death than that inflicted on those who were killed 
immediately. A “doctor” is someone, like Dr. Men- 
gele, who selects people for death rather than sav- 
ing them from it. A “son” can kill, rather than re- 
spect, his father. Like prayer, words themselves are 
perverted in the concentration camp universe, and 
Eliezer loses faith in their ability to achieve com- 
munion with God, to communicate with others, or 
to bind people together in a community. His last 
loss of faith is his loss of faith in words themselves, 
which causes him to withdraw into silence and dis- 
rupts the narrative itself. 


Wiesel’s writings after Night have been at- 
tempts to reclaim faith in language, in humanity, 
in God, and in himself. In Night, faith seems an in- 
credible burden, a hindrance to survival, and yet it 
remains the only way in which the Jews can sur- 
vive the horrors of the Holocaust. In the context of 
the concentration camp universe, Wiesel suggests 
that the only thing more dangerous than faith is dis- 
belief. 


Source: Jane Elizabeth Dougherty, in an essay for Novels 
for Students, Gale, 1998. 


Lea Hamaoui 


A discussion of Wiesel’s eloquent narrative as 
a means of understanding history and human 
meaning. 


Novels Students 


for 


What follows is an attempt to study the ways 
in which a traumatic historical experience shapes 
narrative in a powerful example of this genre, Elie 
Wiesel’s Night. It is my conviction that in groping 
toward formal and literary understanding of such 
texts, we move closer to the human meanings that 
the violent world we live in has all but erased. 


To render historical horror is to render, by de- 
finition, that which exceeds rendering; it projects 
pain for which there is no solace, no larger conso- 
lation, no redemptive possibility. The implications, 
both formal and aesthetic, for such a rendering are 
critical. The great tragedies negotiate exactly such 
a balance. King Lear’s terrible journey from blind- 
ness to insight brings him reunion with loyal 
Cordelia even as he loses her and the restoration of 
the Kingdom is not far behind. The young Eliezer 
staring into the mirror upon his liberation from 
Buchenwald has also gained knowledge, but this 
knowledge in no way justifies the sufferings that 
preceeded it. It is not a sign of positive spiritual de- 
velopment. Nor is it linked to restorative changes 
in the moral and political realm. Night is not about 
a moral political order violated and restored, but 
about the shattering of the idea of such an order. 


It is clear enough that in comparing King Lear 
and Wiesel’s Night we do violence to both. But the 
juxtaposition throws light on a crucial aesthetic 1s- 
sue. It helps us define the experience of a work like 
Night and moves our inquiry in the direction of the 
specific means by which the writer shapes that ex- 
perience. 


Lear’s death is the death of an old man, flawed 
like ourselves, vulnerable like ourselves, a charac- 
ter with whom a powerful emotional transaction 
and bonds of identification have been established 
over the course of the play. In Lear’s death we re- 
experience the tragic dimensions of our own expe- 
rience. The play articulates, in symbolic form, an 
existential pain we could hardly afford to articulate 
ourselves. But it is pain that, no matter how great, 
is contained, since the very act of its symbolic ar- 
ticulation also gives form, and therefore limits or 
boundaries, to that pain. 


Night proceeds from experience that is not uni- 
versal. It does not expand from kernels of the fa- 
miliar but from the unfamiliar, from data in his- 
torical reality. The deaths of Eliezer’s father, of 
Akiva Drummer, of Juliek the violinist and of Meir 
Katz are different because, after all of the pain, 
there is nothing to be extracted by way of com- 
pensation. They are not symbolic but very real, and 
we experience, not a purging of feelings tapped but 


Volume 4 


Night 


4 


М 





Never shall I forget those 
moments which murdered my 
God and my soul and turned my 
dreams to dust. Never shall I 
forget these things, even if I am 
condemned to live as long as God 
Himself. Never.” 


—Wiesel 





the fear of the unpredictable in life to which we, 
like the Jews of Night, are subject. 


If symbol is something that stands in place of 
something else, the historical narrative does not 
stand in place of our experience, but alongside it. 
We experience historical narrative much the way 
we experience a neighbor’s report of his or her visit 
to a place we have not ourselves visited. The re- 
port is informational—it is “adjacent” to our expe- 
rience, neither interpretive nor metaphorical nor 
symbolic. It is “other” than our experience but also 
part of the same historical matrix within which we 
experience the flow of our own lives. Night threat- 
ens and disturbs in a way that symbolic narrative 
does not. 


Night is Wiesel’s attempt to bring word of the 
death camps back to humanity in such a form that 
his message, unlike that of Moshe the Beadle to 
Eliezer and to the Jews of Sighet, will not be re- 
jected. The word I wish to stress here is form. The 
work, which is eyewitness account, is also much 
more than eyewitness account. In its rhetorical and 
aesthetic design, Night is shaped by the problem- 
atic of historical horror and by the resistances, both 
psychic and formal, to the knowledge Wiesel would 
convey. 


When the narrator, Eliezer, sees a lorry filled 
with children who are dumped into a fiery ditch, 
he cannot believe what he has seen: “I pinched my 
face. Was I alive? Was I awake? I could not be- 
lieve it. How could it be possible for them to burn 
people, children, and for the world to keep silent? 
No, none of this could be true. It was a nightmare.” 


Eliezer cannot believe what is before his eyes. 
His disbelief seems to numb him physically—he 
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pinches his face to ascertain that the medium of 
that vision, his body, is alive, perceiving, present. 
So fundamental is the horror to which he is an eye- 
witness that seeing comes at the expense of his 
bodily awareness of himself as a vital and per- 
ceiving entity. What Eliezer witnesses contradicts 
psychic underpinnings of existence so thoroughly 
that his very awareness brings with it feelings of 
deadness. 


It is precisely this moment, this confrontation 
with data that negates the human impulses and 
ideas that structure our lives, with which Wiesel is 
concerned. We cannot know that which we cannot 
know. In order to bring the fact of Auschwitz to 
us, Wiesel must deal with the inherent difficulty of 
assimilating the truth he would portray. 


His method is simple, brilliant and depends 
upon a series of repetitions in which what is at stake 
is a breakdown of critical illusions. At this level, 
the experience of the reader reading the narrative 
is structurally parallel to his experience of life, at 
least as Karl Popper describes it. Life, in Popper’s 
view, 

resembles the experience of a blind person who runs 
into an obstacle and thereby experiences its existence. 
Through the falsification of our assumptions we ac- 
tually make contact with “reality.” The refutation of 
our errors is the positive experience we gain from re- 
ality. [Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, 1982] 


Eliezer’s tale is the story of a series of shat- 
tered expectations, his and our own. The repetition 
of this “disappointment,” of optimism proven hol- 
low and warnings rejected, becomes the crucial aes- 
thetic fact or condition within which we then ex- 
perience the narrator’s account of his experiences 
in Auschwitz, in Buna, in Gleiwitz, and in Buchen- 
wald. In this way we come to experience the ac- 
count of the death camps as an account cleansed of 
past illusion, pristine in its terrible truth. 


The quest for this truth is established at the 
outset of the narrative in the figure of Moshe the 
Beadle. Eliezer is devoted to his studies of Talmud. 
His decision to study Kabbalah with Moshe focuses 
the narrative on the problematic of reality and im- 
bues it with the spiritual longings of this quest. 


There are a thousand and one gates leading into the 
orchard of mystical truth. Every human being has his 
own gate... 


And Moshe the Beadle, the poor barefoot of Sighet, 
talked to me for long hours of the revelations and 
mysteries of the cabbala. It was with him that my 
initiation began. We would read together, ten times 
over, the same page of the Zohar. Not to learn it by 
heart, but to extract the divine essence from it. 


And throughout those evenings a conviction grew in 
me that Moshe the Beadle would draw me with him 
into eternity, into that time where question and an- 
swer would become one. 

The book, which begins with Eliezer’s search 
for a teacher of mystical knowledge and ends with 
Eliezer’s contemplating his image in a mirror after 
his liberation from Buchenwald, proposes a search 
for ultimate knowledge in terms that are traditional, 
while the knowledge it offers consists of data that 
is historical, radical, and subversive. 


If directionality of the narrative is established 
early, a counter-direction makes itself felt very 
quickly. Following Eliezer’s dream of a formal har- 
mony, eternity and oneness toward which Moshe 
would take him, Eliezer’s initiation into the “теа!” 
begins: 

Then one day they expelled all the foreign Jews from 
Sighet. And Moshe the Beadle was a foreigner. 


Crammed into cattle trains by Hungarian police, they 
wept bitterly. We stood on the platform and wept too. 


Moshe is shot but escapes from a mass grave 
in one of the Galician forests of Poland near Kolo- 
maye and returns to Sighet in order to warn the 
Jews there. He describes children used as targets 
for machine guns and the fate of a neighbor, Malka, 
and of Tobias the tailor. 


From this point onward in the narrative, a pow- 
erful counter direction of flight away from truth, 
knowledge, reality, and history is set into motion. 
Moshe is not believed, not even by his disciple, 
Eliezer. The Jews of Sighet resist the news Moshe 
has brought them: 


I wanted to come back to Sighet to tell you the story 
of my death ... And see how it is, no one will listen 
to те ... 


And we, the Jews of Sighet, were waiting for better 
days, which would not be long in coming now. 


Yes, we even doubted that he [Hitler] wanted to ex- 
terminate us. 


Was he going to wipe out a whole people? Could he 
exterminate a population scattered throughout so 
many countries? So many millions! What method 
could he use? And in the middle of the twentieth cen- 
tury? 

Optimism persists with the arrival of the Ger- 
mans. After Sighet is divided into a big and little 
ghetto, Wiesel writes, “little by little life returned 
to normal. The barbed wire which fenced us in did 
not cause us any real fear.” 


While the narrative presses simultaneously to- 
ward and away from the “real,” the real events be- 
falling the Jews of Sighet are perceived as unreal: 
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On everyone’s back was a pack ... Here came the 
Rabbi, his back bent, his face shaved, his pack on his 
back. His mere presence among the deportees added 
a touch of unreality to the scene. It was like a page 
torn from some story book, from some historical 
novel about the captivity of Babylon or the Spanish 
Inquisition. 

The intensity of the resistance peaks in the 
boxcar in which Eliezer and his family are taken to 
the death camp. Madame Schachter, distraught by 
the separation from her pious husband and two 
older sons, has visions of fire: “Jews, listen to me! 
I can see a fire! There are huge flames! It is a fur- 
nace!” Her words prey on nerves, fan fears, dispel 
illusion: “We felt that an abyss was about to open 
beneath our bodies.” She is gagged and beaten. As 
her cries are silenced the chimneys of Auschwitz 
come into view: 


We had forgotten the existence of Madame 
Schachter. Suddenly we heard terrible screams: Jews, 
look! Look through the window! Flames! Look! 


And as the train stopped, we saw this time that flames 
were gushing out of a tall chimney into the black sky. 


The movement toward and away from the 
knowledge of historical horror that Moshe the Bea- 
die brings back from the mass grave and the vio- 
lence that erupts when precious illusions are dis- 
turbed, shapes the narrative of Night. The portrait 
and analysis of the resistances to knowing help sit- 
uate the reader in relation to the historical narra- 
tive and imbue the narrative with the felt historic- 
ity of the world outside the book. Eliezer’s rejection 
of the knowledge that Moshe brings back, literally, 
from the grave, predicts our own rejection of that 
knowledge. His failure to believe the witness pre- 
pares the reader for the reception of Eliezer’s own 
story of his experience in Auschwitz by first ex- 
amining the defenses that Eliezer, and, thereby, im- 
plicitly, the reader, would bring to descriptions of 
Auschwitz. The rejection of Moshe strips the reader 
of his own deafness in advance of the arrival at 
Auschwitz. 


Once stripped of his defenses, the reader 
moves from a fortified, to an open, undefended po- 
sition vis-a-vis the impact of the narrative. Because 
the lines between narrative art and life have been 
erased, Wiesel brings the reader into an existential 
relationship to the historical experience recounted 
in Night. By virtue of that relationship, the reader 
is transformed into a witness. The act of witness- 
ing is ongoing for most of the narrative, a narra- 
tive that is rife with horror and with the formal dis- 
sonances that historically experienced horror must 
inflict upon language. 
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Human extremity challenges all formal repre- 
sentation of it. It brings the world of language and 
the world outside language into the uncomfortable 
position of two adjacent notes on a piano keyboard 
that are simultaneously pressed and held. The 
sounds they produce jar the ear. In a work of his- 
torical horror, language and life, expression and ex- 
perience are perceived as separate opaque struc- 
tures, each of which is inadequate to encompass the 
abyss that separates them. 


The most powerful passages in Night are those 
that mark Eliezer’s arrival in Auschwitz. The fam- 
ily is separated. Eliezer and his father go through 
a selection and manage to stay together. Eliezer 
watches a truck drop living children into a ditch 
full of flames. He and his father conclude that this 
is to be Eliezer’s fate as well. Eliezer decides he 
will run into an electrified wire fence and electro- 
cute himself rather than face an excruciating death 
in the flaming ditch. 


The moment is extraordinary and extreme be- 
yond the wildest of human imaginings. Hearing his 
fellow Jews murmur the Kaddish, a formula of 
praise of the Almighty that is the traditional prayer 
for the dead, Eliezer revolts: “For the first time, I 
felt revolt rise up in me. Why should I bless His 
name? The Eternal Lord of the Universe, the All- 
Powerful and Terrible, was silent. What had I to 
thank Him for?” The Jews continue their march and 
Eliezer begins to count the steps before he will 
jump at the wire: 


Ten steps still. Eight. Seven. We marched slowly on, 
as though following a hearse at our own funeral ... 
There it was now, right in front of us, the pit and its 
flames. I gathered all that was left of my strength, so 
that I could break from the ranks and throw myself 
upon the barbed wire. In the depths of my heart, I 
bade farewell to my father, to the whole universe. 


And the words of the Kaddish, hallowed by 
centuries and disavowed only moments before, 
words of praise and of affirmation of divine one- 
ness, spring unbidden to his lips: “and in spite of 
myself, the words formed themselves and issued in 
a whisper from my lips: Yitgadal veyitkadach shme 
raba ... May His name be blessed and magnified.” 
Eliezer does not run to the wire. The entire group 
turns left and enters a barracks. 


The question of formal dissonance in Night is 
revealing. The narrative that would represent his- 
torical horror works, finally, against the grain of 
the reader and of the psychic structures that demand 
the acknowledgments, resolutions, closure, equiv- 
alence, and balances that are enacted in Lear. When 
Cordelia is killed in Shakespeare’s play, Lear’s san- 
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ity gives way and, finally, his life as well. Holding 
her lifeless body in his arms Lear cries out against 
heaven, “Howl, howl, howl! O you men of stone. 
/ Had I your tongues and eyes, I’d use them / That 
heaven’s vault should break.” [The Complete 
Works of Shakespeare, 1238] The scene, terrible as 
it is, formally restores the balance disturbed by 
Cordelia’s murder by virtue of the linguistic ener- 
gies and dramatic consequences it sets in motion. 
Those consequences are a terrible acknowledgment 
of a terrible event. The adequacy of the acknowl- 
edgment reconstructs a formal balance even while 
taking account of the terrible in life. 


The words of the Kaddish in Night do not ex- 
press the horror to which Eliezer is a witness. They 
flow from an inner necessity and do not reflect but 
deflect that horror. They project the sacredness of 
life in the face of its most wrenching desecration. 
They affirm life at the necessary price of disaf- 
firming the surrounding reality. The world of ex- 
perience and the world of language could not, at 
this moment, be further apart. Experience is en- 
tirely beyond words. Words are utterly inadequate 
to convey experience. 


The dissonance makes itself felt stylistically as 
well. Eliezer sums up his response to these first 
shattering hours of his arrival at Auschwitz in the 
most famous passages of Night and, perhaps, of all 
of Wiesel’s writing: “Never shall I forget that night, 
the first night in camp, which has turned my life 
into one long night, seven times cursed and seven 
times sealed.” The passage takes the form of an 
oath never to forget this night of his arrival. The 
oath, the recourse to metaphorical language 
(“which has turned my life into one long night”), 
the reference to curses and phraseology (“seven 
times cursed”) echo the biblical language in which 
Eliezer was so steeped. He continues: “Never shall 
I forget that smoke. Never shall I forget the little 
faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned 
into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky.” 
The oath is an oath of protest, the “silent blue sky,” 
an accusation: “Never shall I forget those flames 
which consumed my faith forever.” Here and in the 
sentences that follow, Wiesel uses the rhythms, the 
verbal energy, imagery, and conventions of the 
Bible to challenge, accuse, and deny God: 


Never shall I forget that nocturnal silence which de- 
prived me, for all eternity, of the desire to live. Never 
shall I forget those moments which murdered my God 
and my soul and turned my dreams to dust. Never 
shall I forget these things, even if I am condemned 
to live as long as God Himself. Never. 


The elaborate oath of remembrance recalls the 
stern biblical admonitions of remembrance. The 
negative formulation of the oath and the incre- 
mental repetition of the word “never” register de- 
fiance and anger even as the eight repetitions cir- 
cumscribing the passage give it rhythmic structure 
and ceremonial shape. Ironically, these repetitions 
seem to implicate mystical notions of God’s 
covenant with the Jews, a covenant associated with 
the number eight because the ceremony of entrance 
into the convenant by way of circumcision takes 
place on the eighth day after birth. The passage uses 
the poetry and language of faith to affirm a shat- 
tering of faith. 


The passage is a tour de force of contradiction, 
paradox, and formal dissonances that are not rec- 
onciled, but juxtaposed and held up for inspection. 
In a sparely written, tightly constructed narrative, 
it is the only extended poetic moment. It is a cli- 
mactic moment, and, strangely, for a work that 
privileges a world outside words altogether, a 
rhetorical moment: a moment constructed out of 
words and the special effects and properties of their 
combinations, a moment that hovers above the 
abyss of human extremity in uncertain relationship 
to it. 


Like the taste of bread to a man who has not 
eaten, the effect of so poetic a passage lies in what 
preceded it. Extremity fills words with special and 
different meanings. Eliezer reacts to the words of 
one particular SS officer: “But his clipped words 
made us tremble. Here the word ‘furnace’ was not 
a word empty of meaning; it floated on the air, min- 
gling with the smoke. It was perhaps the only word 
which did have any real meaning here.” 


Wiesel’s narrative changes our conventional 
sense of the word “night” in the course of our read- 
ing. Night, which as a metaphor for evil always 
projects, however subliminally, the larger rhythm 
and structure within which the damages of evil are 
mitigated, comes to stand for another possibility al- 
together. The word comes to be filled with the his- 
torical flames and data for which there are no 
metaphors, no ameliorating or sublimating struc- 
tures. It acquires the almost-tactile feel of the ex- 
istential, opaque world that is the world of the nar- 
rative and also the world in which we live. 


Perhaps the finest tribute to Night is to be 
found in the prologue of Terrence Des Pres’s book 
on poetry and politics, Praises and Dispraises. Des 
Pres is speaking of Czeslaw Milosz and of other 
poets who have lived through extremity and writes: 
“If we should wonder why their voices are valued 
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so highly, it’s that they are acquainted with the 
night, the nightmare spectacle of politics espe- 
cially.” [Praises and Dispraises, 1988] Des Pres 
uses the word “night” and the reader immediately 
understands it in exactly Wiesel’s revised sense of 
it. 

To be acquainted with the night, in this sense, 
and to bring that knowledge to a readership is to 
bring the world we live in into sharper focus. The 
necessary job of making a better world cannot pos- 
sibly begin from anywhere else. 


Source: Lea Hamaoui, “Historical Horror and the Shape of 
Night,” in Elie Wiesel: Between Memory and Hope, edited 
by Carol Rittner, New York University Press, 1990, pp. 
120-29. 


Karl A. Plank 


In the following excerpt, Plank compares the 
visual text of Chagall’s White Crucifixion with 
Wiesel’s powerful narrative. 


Around 3:00 A.M. on November 10, 1938, 
gaping darkness began to spew the flames that 
were to burn unabated for the next seven years. On 
this night Nazi mobs executed a well-planned 
“spontaneous outrage” throughout the precincts of 
German Jewry. Synagogues were burned, their sa- 
cred objects profaned and destroyed; Jewish 
dwellings were ransacked, their contents strewn 
and pillaged. Shattering the windows of Jewish 
shops, the growing swarm left businesses in ruin. 
Uprooting tombstones and desecrating Jewish 
graves, the ghoulish throng violated even the sanc- 
tuary of the dead. Humiliation accompanied phys- 
ical violence: in Leipzig, Jewish residents were 
hurled into a small stream at the zoological park 
where spectators spit at them, defiled them with 
mud and jeered at their plight. A chilling harbin- 
ger of nights yet to come, the events of this No- 
vember darkness culminated in widespread arrest 
of Jewish citizens and led to their transport to con- 
centration camps. Nazi propagandists, struck by a 
perverse poetry, gave to this night the name by 
which it has endured in memory: Kristallnacht, the 
night of broken glass. Irony abounds in such a 
name, for in the litter of shattered windows lies 
more than bits of glass. Kristallnacht testifies to a 
deeper breaking of basic human continuities. Shat- 
tered windows leave faith in fragments and pierce 
the wholeness of the human spirit. 


In that same year of 1938 the Jewish artist 
Marc Chagall would complete a remarkable paint- 
ing titled White Crucifixion. Here the artist depicts 
a crucified Christ, skirted with a tallith and encir- 
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cled by a kaleidoscopic whirl of images that nar- 
rates the progress of a Jewish pogrom. The skewed, 
tau-shaped cross extends toward the arc of de- 
struction and bears particular meaning in that con- 
text. Whatever the cross of Christ may mean, in 
1938 it was circumscribed by the realities of Holo- 
caust: the onrush of a weapons-bearing mob over- 
runs houses and sets them aflame; a group of vil- 
lagers seeks to flee the destruction in a crowded 
boat, while others crouch on the outskirts of the vil- 
lage; an old man wipes the tears from his eyes as 
he vanishes from the picture, soon to be followed 
by a bewildered peasant and a third man who 
clutches a Torah to himself as he witnesses over 
his shoulder a synagogue fully ablaze. 


Chagall’s juxtaposition of crucifixion and the 
immediacy of Jewish suffering creates an intense 
interplay of religious expectation and historical re- 
ality that challenges our facile assumptions. He 
does not intend to Christianize the painting, cer- 
tainly not in the sense of affirming any atoning res- 
olution of the Jewish plight. Rather, in the chaotic 
world of White Crucifixion all are unredeemed, 
caught in a vortex of destruction binding crucified 
victim and modern martyr. As the prayer shawl 
wraps the loins of the crucified figure, Chagall 
makes clear that the Christ and the Jewish sufferer 
are one.... 


We must not misunderstand Jewish appropri- 
ation of the cross in the context of Holocaust art 
and literature. Where used at all, the cross func- 
tions not as an answer to atrocity, but as a ques- 
tion, protest and critique of the assumptions we 
may have made about profound suffering. Emil 
Fackenheim puts the matter in this way: 


A good Christian suggests that perhaps Auschwitz 
was a divine reminder of the suffering of Christ. 
Should he not ask instead whether his Master him- 
self, had He been present at Auschwitz, could have 
resisted degradation and dehumanization? What are 
the sufferings of the Cross compared to those of a 
mother whose child is slaughtered to the sound of 
laughter or the strains of a Viennese waltz? This 
question may sound sacrilegious to Christian ears. 
Yet we dare not shirk it, for we—Christians as well 
as Jews—must ask: at Auschwitz, did the grave win 
the victory after all, or, worse than the grave, did the 
devil himself win? [God’s Presence in History (New 
York University Press, 1972) p. 75]. 


Questions such as these spring off Chagall’s 
canvas and into our sensibilities. White Crucifixion 
depicts a world of unleashed terror within which 
no saving voice can be heard nor any redeeming 
signs perceived. Separated from the imperiled vil- 
lagers by only his apparent passivity, Chagall’s 
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... In the chaotic world of 
White Crucifixion all are 
unredeemed, caught in a vortex 
of destruction binding crucified 
victim and modern martyr. As 
the prayer shawl wraps the loins 
of the crucified figure, Chagall 
makes clear that the Christ and 


the Jewish sufferer are one....” 





Messiah, this Jew of the cross, is no rescuer, but 
himself hangs powerless before the chaotic fire. 
The portrayal of Messiah as victim threatens to 
sever the basic continuity we have wanted to main- 
tain between suffering and redemption.... To have 
redemptive meaning, the cross must answer the vic- 
tims who whirl here in torment, for, in the Holo- 
caust, the world becomes... “one great mount of 
crucifixion, with thousands of severed Jewish 
heads strewn below like so many thieves” (Roskie, 
p. 268). 


Yet precisely here the language of redemption 
seems trivial, if not obscenely blind to the sufferer’ s 
predicament. Can one speak of redemption in any 
way that does not trifle with the victim’s cry? Be- 
fore the mother’s despair, words of redemption of- 
fer no consolation; instead, like the laughter and 
music which accompany her child’s murder, such 
words mock her torment and deny the profundity 
of her suffering. The rhetoric of redemption, no 
matter how benevolently used, remains the ploy of 
oppressors even decades later. No one may invoke 
it for the victim in whose world it may have no 
place. 


That world of the victim has found literary tes- 
tament in the writings of Elie Wiesel, himself a sur- 
vivor of Auschwitz and Buchenwald, and recently 
the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. Although 
his writings are prolific, few of his works have had 
the impact of his first narrative, the memoir Night. 
For a decade following the war—years in which he 
was a stateless refugee in France—Wiesel main- 
tained a personal moratorium on his experience, a 
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pledge of silence that would allow no word to be- 
tray the Holocaust memory. On this matter he wrote 
nothing and spoke nothing, but listened to the 
voices within himself. Then in 1956 his memories 
exploded into an 800-page Yiddish text, “Un di Velt 
Hot Geshvign” (And the World Kept Silent). Over 
the next two years Wiesel would live with this man- 
uscript, paring away from its pages every letter that 
was not absolutely essential, every mark on the 
page that might divert from the intense reality of 
its truth. The result: the stark volume Night, some 
120 pages that have become a landmark in Holo- 
caust literature. Night, too, places the Jew on the 
cross. It describes the hanging of a young boy who 
had worked with a well-liked overseer. Both had 
become suspected of sabotage, and the boy is sen- 
tenced to hang, along with two prisoners found with 
weapons. 


One day when we came back from work, we saw 
three gallows rearing up in the assembly place, three 
black crows. Roll call. SS all around us, machine 
guns trained: the traditional ceremony. Three victims 
in chains—and one of them, the little servant, the sad- 
eyed angel.... 


The three victims mounted together onto the 
chairs.... 


“Where is God? Where is He?” someone behind me 
asked. 


At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs 
tipped over. 


Total silence throughout the camp. On the horizon, 
the sun was setting.... 


Then the march past began. The two adults were no 
longer alive. Their tongues hung swollen, blue- 
tinged. But the third rope was still moving; being so 
light, the child was still alive.... 


For more than half an hour he stayed there, strug- 
gling between life and death, dying in slow agony 
under our eyes. And we had to look him full in the 
face. He was still alive when I passed in front of him. 
His tongue was still red, his eyes not yet glazed. 


Behind me, I heard the same man asking: 
“Where is God now?” 
And I heard a voice within me answer him: 


“Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on 
this gallows ...” 


Francois Mauriac, the French Catholic writer 
and author of the foreword to Night, found in this 
scene not only the center of Wiesel’s story but also 
the essential question for his own appropriation of 
Christian faith. In 1954 Wiesel, then a young jour- 
nalist, had occasion to interview Mauriac who just 
two years earlier had won the Nobel Prize in liter- 
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ature. The interview proved to be a decisive turn- 
ing point for both of them: for Wiesel, Mauriac pro- 
vided the compassionate challenge to tell the story 
of darkness; for Mauriac, Wiesel made unavoid- 
ably personal the plight of the Holocaust child. 
Upon reading Night, Mauriac wrote the following: 


And I who believe that God is love, what answer 
could I give my young questioner, whose dark eyes 
still held the reflection of that angelic sadness which 
had appeared one day upon the face of the hanged 
child? What did I say to him? Did I speak of that 
other Israeli, his brother, who may have resembled 
him—the Crucified, whose Cross has conquered the 
world? Did I affirm that the stumbling block to his 
faith was the cornerstone of mine, and that confor- 
mity between the Cross and the suffering of men was 
in my eyes the key to that impenetrable mystery 
whereon the faith of his childhood had perished? ... 
But I could only embrace him, weeping [“Foreword 
to Night,” pp. 10-11]. 


Mauriac, long a poignant witness to the con- 
nection between suffering and love, knew well that 
the cornerstone of his faith was at stake in Wiesel’s 
narrative. And yet, at the point at which he might 
have been tempted to proclaim his gospel, he finds 
that the only fitting response is to embrace the vic- 
tim, blessing him with tears. The reason is clear: 
the death of the sad-eyed angel creates a stumbling 
block not only for Wiesel, but for Mauriac; not only 
for the Jewish victim, but for the Christian onlooker 
who cannot interpret away the scandalous scene 
without trivializing its grossly unredeemed fea- 
tures. In Mauriac’s embrace human compassion sti- 
fles theological conviction, rescuing it from be- 
coming an oppressive utterance.... 


We misread the scene if we assume that the 
writer’s tears are tied only to his perception of the 
victim’s tragedy. The conversation between Mau- 
riac and Wiesel begins with Mauriac’s recollection 
of the German occupation of France, admitting his 
painful knowledge of the trainloads of Jewish chil- 
dren standing at Austerlitz station. As Wiesel re- 
sponds “I was one of them.” Mauriac sees himself 
anew as an unwitting onlooker, the bystander guilty 
not of acts undertaken, but of acts not taken. The 
indictment is not Wiesel’s but Mauriac’s own, born 
of the self-perception that not to stand with the vic- 
tim is to act in complicity with his or her oppres- 
sor. Mauriac’s tears signify his humble repentance, 
his turning away from the role of onlooker to align 
himself with the victim. The observer becomes wit- 
ness, testifying on behalf of the victim. Crucifix- 
ion indicts, for in its shadow we are always the 
guilty bystander. Humility, such as Mauriac’s, puts 
an end to any assumption of benign righteousness; 
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repentance denies complacency to the viewer of an- 
other’s passion.... 


Crucifixion, be it the cross of Jesus or the noc- 
turnal Golgotha of Auschwitz, breaks the moral 
continuities by which we have considered ourselves 
secure and whole. To mend these fragments of hu- 
man experience lies outside our power. We cannot 
repair the broken world. Yet, as we yield these bro- 
ken continuities to narrative—to memoir, to litera- 
ture, to liturgy—we begin to forge a new link that 
binds storyteller and hearer, victim and witness. 
But here we must be most careful. We rush to tell 
the story, confident that it is ours to tell when, in 
fact, it is ours to hear. 


Source: Karl A. Plank, “Broken Continuities: Night and 
White Crucifixion,” in The Christian Century, Vol. 104, No. 
32, November 4, 1987, pp. 963-66. 
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The Red Badge of Courage 


Stephen Crane’s internationally acclaimed work, 
The Red Badge of Courage, was published in 1895. 
Unique in style and content, the novel explores the 
emotions of a young Civil War recruit named 
Henry Fleming. What is most remarkable about this 
classic is that the twenty-four-year-old author had 
never witnessed war in his life before writing this 
book. Crane’s story developed to some degree out 
of his reading of war stories by Russian novelist 
Leo Tolstoy and the popular memoirs of Civil War 
veterans, yet he also deviated from these influences 
in his depiction of war’s horror. Critics have noted 
that his portrait of war is an intensely psychologi- 
cal one, blending elements of naturalism, impres- 
sionism, and symbolism. Indeed, he broke away 
from his American realist contemporaries, includ- 
ing his mentor William Dean Howells, in his nat- 
uralistic treatment of man as an amoral creature in 
a deterministic world. 


For this reason, critical reactions to the The 
Red Badge of Courage in 1895 were mixed: some 
disapproved of Crane’s use of the vernacular—the 
common slang of everyday folk and soldiers—and 
the impressionistic technique. Crane also experi- 
mented with psychological realism, and his venture 
into the realm of the human psyche radically 
changed the common perception of the novel in 
America. As he faces combat for the first time, 
Henry experiences an intense array of emotions: 
courage, anxiety, self-confidence, fear, and egotis- 
tic zeal. Interestingly enough, the naturalistic fla- 
vor of the work operates against this self-important 
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In 1879 Crane met Cora Taylor, the proprietor 
of a hotel, nightclub, and brothel. Together as com- 
mon-law husband and wife, they moved to Eng- 
land where Crane formed literary friendships with 
Joseph Conrad, H.G. Wells, and Henry James. 
Shortly after this move, Crane left to report on the 
Spanish-American War for the New York World, 
an assignment he accepted, in part, to escape fi- 
nancial debts. Although Crane was ill when he re- 
turned to England, he continued writing fiction to 
satisfy his artistic needs and to earn money to pay 
his debts. One of these exercises was Active Ser- 
vice, which records his experiences as a war cor- 
respondent in the Greco-Turkish War. Critics of- 
ten describe it as uneven and sprawling. By 1900, 
Crane’s health had rapidly deteriorated due to a 
general disregard of his physical well-being. After 
several respiratory attacks, he died of tuberculosis 
at the age of twenty-eight in Badenweiler, Ger- 
many. His young life was a prolific one, tran- 
scended by his increasing fame as more and more 
readers recognized Crane’s brilliant work. His Col- 
lected Works were published from 1925 to 1926 
in twelve volumes, and in the 1950s in ten vol- 
umes. 





Plot Summary 


The Red Badge of Courage consists of twenty- 
four chapters which follow the protagonist, young 
Henry Fleming, through his experience as a Union 
Army private during the American Civil War. The 
book can be organized into three parts: Part One, 
consisting of Chapters I through VI, concerns 
Henry’s state of mind before his first battle, his ini- 
tial war experiences, when he flees from battle; Part 
Two, consisting of Chapters VII through XII, ex- 
plores Henry’s experiences away from his regi- 
ment; and Part Three, consisting of Chapters XIV 
through XXIV, focuses on Henry recovering his 
courage and returning to his regiment, his subse- 
quent heroism, and his final sense of achieving 
manhood. 


Part One: Chapters I through VI 

Though published in 1895, The Red Badge of 
Courage takes place sometime during the Ameri- 
can Civil War, which lasted from 1861 to 1865. 
The initial setting is the campsite of a regiment of 
the Union Army, fighting for the northern states. 
The soldiers can see the campfires of the Confed- 
erate Army, their enemy, which ts fighting for the 
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interests of the southern states. Most of the story is 
told from Henry’s point of view, through his 
thoughts, memories, and perceptions. The scene 
opens with an argument about whether the regi- 
ment will finally move out after being in camp for 
several months. As Henry listens to this debate, he 
remembers his life back home, and his mother 
telling him how to behave on this first adventure 
off the farm: “Yer jest one little feller amongst a 
hull lot of others, and yeh’ ve got to keep quiet and 
do what they tell yeh.” Henry felt proud and dar- 
ing when he left home to go to war, but now he 
wonders how he will do when confronted with the 
reality of battle. He seeks information from the tall 
soldier, Jim Conklin, who tells him that if every- 
one stands and fights, he will stay, but if everyone 
runs, he will run, too. This makes Henry feel bet- 
ter since he does not have to pretend to be more 
confident than his comrades. 


When the regiment is ordered to move, Henry 
marches along, worrying about whether or not he 
will be brave. He studies his companions for clues 
to their feelings, but they sing and boast confi- 
dently. Henry becomes sullen and brooding, so that 
a loud soldier, Wilson, asks him what is troubling 
him. Henry cannot answer. As they draw close to 
the front line Henry feels curiosity about the 


_ battle-weary returning soldiers. He begins to fan- 


tasize that the officers are leading the soldiers into 
a trap. Henry is afraid to voice his fears and he 
feels deeply isolated. His regiment marches for 
days to get into position, sleeping and marching 
with no information, until one morning Henry is 
kicked awake by his commanding officer and hus- 
tled into battle. 

Henry’s regiment is positioned and reposi- 
tioned without seeing battle, though they are fnght- 
ened by retreating soldiers, dead bodies, and bul- 
lets whizzing overhead. Suddenly Henry sees the 
officers on their horses, and the enemy is upon 
them. He fires his rifle without thinking and sud- 
denly breaks into a sweat, “a sensation that his eye- 
balls were about to crack like hot stones.” He feels 
a “red rage” and fights boldly until the enemy is 
driven back. Henry feels joyful that he has stood 
up to the first test in battle, but when the enemy re- 
turns unexpectedly, Henry loses his nerve. When 
he sees others running, Henry runs, too. He loses 
all sense of direction and runs blindly in search of 
safety. As he runs he sees many different battle 
scenes, ending with the General who declares that 
the soldiers have held the enemy back. But Henry 
cannot share in the victory since he ran from the 
front lines. 
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Part Two: Chapters VII through ХШ 


Henry is full of conflicting feelings. On the one 
hand he feels like a criminal for running away, and 
on the other, he feels as though he has been cheated 
by fate of his glorious career as a brave soldier. He 
imagines how humiliated he will be if he returns to 
his regiment, and in a fit of rebellion and despair 
he sets off through the woods, away from the Union 
Army. He seeks solace in Nature, which he imag- 
ines to be a sympathetic woman “with a deep aver- 
sion to tragedy.” As he goes deeper into the woods, 
Henry becomes more calm and rationalizes his es- 
cape. The deepening forest muffles the sound of 
the cannon. 


At length he reached a place where the high, arching 
boughs made a chapel. He softly pushed the green 
doors aside and entered. Pine needles were a gentle 
brown carpet. There was a religious half light. 


Near the threshold he stopped, horror-stricken at the 
sight of a thing. 


He was being looked at by a dead man who was 
seated with his back against a columnlike tree. The 
corpse was dressed in a uniform that once had been 
blue, but was now faded to a melancholy shade of 
green. The eyes, staring at the youth, had changed to 
the dull hue to be seen on the side of a dead fish. The 
mouth was open. Its red had changed to an appalling 
yellow. Over the gray skin of the face ran little ants. 
One was trundling some sort of a bundle along the 


upper lip. 

The youth gave a shriek as he confronted the thing. 
He was for moments turned to stone before it. He re- 
mained staring into the liquid-looking eyes. The dead 
man and the living man exchanged a long look. 


Henry runs away, imagining that the dead man 
is pursuing him, and convinced that Nature has 
turned against him. As his wanderings bring him 
close to the front again, he hears a fierce battle go- 
ing on and guesses that the scrimmage in which he 
took part earlier was just a prelude to the real bat- 
tle, which is going on now. Henry encounters a line 
of wounded soldiers leaving the front and falls in 
with them, fascinated by the soldiers’ stories of the 
fighting. But when the Tattered Soldier asks him 
kindly, “Where yeh hit, ol’ boy,” Henry has no an- 
swer and runs away. He wishes he, too, had a “red 
badge of courage,” a wound, that would prove that 
he had done his share. He runs into his old friend 
Jim Conklin, who is badly wounded and who dies 
in a field where Henry and the Tattered Soldier lead 
him so that the artillery will not run over his body. 
He abandons the Tattered Soldier in the same field 
to die, and wrestles with the shameful secret that 
he is a deserter. 


Henry debates with himself about whether to 
return to his regiment, but is both terrified of the 
humiliation of being recognized as a deserter, and 
fearful that he cannot live up to the requirements 
of a soldier under fire. While he broods over his 
dilemma, a company of retreating soldiers sweep 
past him, and Henry is once again terrified. As he 
tries to get information from them, he grabs a sol- 
dier who, also terrified, hits Henry on the head with 
his rifle. Henry is badly wounded, but manages to 
stagger on until he encounters a friendly person 
who walks him back to his regiment. His comrades 
had assumed that Henry had been killed, and now 
assume he has been wounded in battle, and so no 
explanations for his absence are necessary. 


Part Three: Chapters XIV through 
XXIV 


In the final section, Henry develops into a sea- 
soned soldier. He is greatly relieved not to be ex- 
posed as a deserter and enters into the battle with 
a sincere desire to be brave. He saves the company 
flag from being captured by the enemy, and he ex- 
horts his fellow soldiers to reenter the battle at a 
critical moment. For this he is praised by his su- 
perior officers and seen to be a valiant soldier. 
Henry notices that he has become tranquil about 
the war, and is a reassuring presence to the untried 
men around him. In the final chapter, Henry feels 
“a quiet manhood, nonassertive but of sturdy and 
strong blood.” He proceeds into the next round of 
battle as “a golden ray of sun came through the 
hosts of leaden rain clouds.” 
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Cheery Soldier 


The Cheery Soldier, another soldier-compan- 
ion known in terms of his physical traits, is Henry’s 
unidentified, strangely lighthearted guide back to 
his regiment; this mysterious person has been seen 
by critics as an allegorical figure akin to the an- 
cient gods and goddesses, who lent their help to the 
heroes of myth. It is during the climax of the book 
that this character appears. After Henry receives his 
red badge of courage, he feels lost in the maze of 
the forest, and is suddenly taken up by the cheery 
soldier. Somehow, he is able to thread “the tangled 
forest with a strange fortune.” The stranger man- 
ages to avoid guards and patrols and, at the same 
time, carry on an almost incoherent monologue 
(“There was shootin’ here an’ shootin’ there ... ). 
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When they reach the campfire where Henry’s reg- 
iment is resting for the night, the owner of the 
cheery voice bids him farewell and disappears into 
the night. 


Jim Conklin 

Basically, the characters in The Red Badge of 
Courage outside of Henry Fleming are foils (con- 
trasts) to his character. Jim Conklin, the tall sol- 
dier, as he is described by Crane, is more realistic 
about war than Henry. He tells Henry: “You jest 
wait til tomorrow and you’! see one of the biggest 
battles ever was.” Without illusions about war, Jim 
is not as impatient as Henry is to enter into the 
fray. When asked by Henry if any of the soldiers 
will run from battle, Jim answers that some will 
run, but most will stay and fight after they start 
shooting. If most of the company runs, says Jum, 
he will run too, but if most stay and fight, he will 
follow. Jim further points out that all the new re- 
Cruits are untried in battle. Jim also enjoys being 
the center of attention when he spreads the rumor 
of troop movement and encounter with the enemy. 
He is mortally wounded in battle and tells Henry 
that the great fear he has ts that he will fall down 
in the road and be run over by a wagon. He then 
races off into a field, repelling Henry’s and the tat- 
tered soldier’s attempts to help him. Jim dies a true 
hero. 


Henry Fleming 

Henry, the protagonist of the novel, is a naive, 
young farm boy from New York state whose 
dreams of glorious battle lead him to sign up in 
the Union Army against his mother’s wishes. 
Though he gets his notion of war from books about 
Greek warriors, his initial confrontation with true 
war perplexes him. Upon entering battle and wit- 
nessing the confusion and panic of his regiment, 
he flees into the woods and feels like a coward. 
After he receives his “red badge of courage,” a 
head wound, this shame begins to disappear, how- 
ever. He realizes that there is no dishonor fleeing 
certain death. He becomes confident and is happy 
to be called a “wild cat” by the superior officer. 
Some critics view Henry’s journey as his initiation 
into manhood. Others feel that he is turned away 
from the possibility of self-knowledge into self- 
serving egotism. 

In terms of the first critical view, that Crane 
depicts a boy becoming a man, Henry’s battle with 
the landscape mirrors his internal struggle with his 
vanity and immaturity. He grows in self-awareness 
by learning the true meaning of honor and courage, 


Volume 4 


The Red Badge of Courage 


aby 


e The Red Badge of Courage was adapted as a 
film by John Huston, starring Audie Murphy, 
Bill Mauldin, and Andy Devine, Universal, 
1951; available from MCA/Universal Home 
Video. 






Media 
Adaptations 


— 


e The Red Badge of Courage also appears on an 
educational video, with a number of different in- 
terpretations of Crane’s masterpiece; produced 
by Thomas S. Klise Company. 


> There is an abridged recording of the book, nar- 
rated by actor Ricbard Crenna, and published by 
Listen for Pleasure, Downsview, Ontario, 1985. 
Two audio cassettes, 120 minutes, and Dolby 
processed. 


• Тһе sound recording of the complete, 
unabridged version of The Red Badge of 
Courage, narrated by Frank Muller, is available 
from Recorded Books, Charlotte Hall, MD, 
1981. Three audio cassettes, 270 minutes. 


• А sound recording with a lecture by Warren 
French on The Red Badge of Courage, published 
by Everett/Edwards, Deland, FL, 1972. One au- 
dio cassette, 38 minutes. 


as the novel ends with his renewed faith in life. He 
achieves an epiphany, as demonstrated in his in- 
stinctive desire to grab the Union flag and run with 
it resolutely to join his men in battle. The conclu- 
sion, thus, shows Henry as a man, aware of his ma- 
turity, his sou] changed. Crane paints nature in this 
last scene as benevolent, with images of clover, 
flowers, and the clouds parting to reveal the warmth 
and light of the sun. As far as the second perspec- 
tive is concerned, Henry ts selfishly involved in his 
own honor and self-preservation. He does not help 
his fellow soldiers but is more caught up in how 
he looks. An example of this theory is when the 
young boy deserts the tattered soldier as the dying 
soldier answers the young boy’s questions on honor 
and cowardice. 


Rad 
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of Courage 





Sull from the film Red Badge of Courage, starring Audie Murphy (center) as the young Henry 


Fleming. 


What distinguishes The Red Badge of Courage 
from other war stones is the compelling chronicle 
of ihe Inner emotions Common to any new mem- 
ber of the infantry. Thus, Henry deals with doubt, 
fear, chaos, and confusion even dunne tense, death- 
filled moments. 


Ma Fleming 

The mother of Henry, simply known as Ma 
Fleming, offers homespun advice to her boy as he 
goes to war. She tells him that he will be one among 
many and to be quiet and do what he is told. She 
also adds, perhaps prophetically: “If so be a time 
comes when yeh have to be kilt or do a mean thing, 
why, Henry don’t think of anything ‘cept what’s 
neht ...” These cautionary statements, some cmit- 
its believe, underscore Henry’s romantic egocen- 
tne belief in bus own indestrucubilty. Ma Fleming 
is a hard-working, uneducated fann woman, who 
reluctantly lets her son go to war since she knows 
the reality of war. Fleming identifies nature as a fe- 
male figure like his mother, who disapproves of the 
fighting and wants him fo escape. 


Li. Hasbrouck 

Most of the officers in this nove] are viewed 
as arrogant and insensitive, but this lieutenant is бе- 
picied as an idea) military man encouraging his sol- 
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diers to behave correctly in battle and praising them 
for their bravery. He lauds Henry’s and Wilson’s 
particular bravery and valor when they fight and 
seize the flag. 


Loud Soldier 


See Wilson 


Officers 

Most of the officers, including the general and 
colonel, in this novel are viewed as amogant and 
insensitive. They refer to the recmits as 
“mulednvers.” Lieutenant Hasbrouk differs in that 
be enourages his soldiers to behave correctly in bat- 
tle and praises them for their bravery. He lauds 
Henry's and Wilson’s particular bravery and valor 
when they fight and seize the flag. 


Tall Soldier 
See Jim Conklin 


Veterans 

The group of expenenced soldiers in the book 
provides a contrast to the young recruits. They re- 
fer (0 the newcomers as “fresh fish.” These veter- 
ans (е1) tall tales and are tattered and tort in ap- 
pearance. The fact that they are nof particularly 
distinguishable as individuals—as are most of the 
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recruits, too—indicates the utter cruelty of an im- 
personal war that takes lives without concern or 
compassion. 


Wilson 

Known as the Loud Soldier, Wilson is a boast- 
ful new recruit anxious to fight and unable to ad- 
mut the possibility of his cowardice in the initial 
confrontation with the enemy. After battle, how- 
ever, he becomes strangely quiet and is no longer 
his usual bombastic self. He reveals his fears 
through his action of giving Henry a packet of let- 
ters for Wilson’s family in case he does not return 
home. The battle clearly has a profound effect on 
him; he assists his fellow soldiers and takes a 
prominent position in later battles. 


Themes 


Naturalism 

In The Red Badge of Courage, a novel about 
a young recruit’s first encounter with real battle, 
Crane emphasizes the lack of free choice in human 
conduct. Chapter Four in particular highlights a 
common theme in Crane’s work—the naturalistic 
belief in the indifference of nature. The theory of 
naturalism is a critical term applied to a method of 
literary composition that aims at a detached, sci- 
entific objectivity in the treatment of a natural man. 
It also holds to the theory of determinism and leans 
further towards pessimism, since man ts controlled 
by his instincts or passions, or by his social and 
economic environment and circumstances. In any 
case, man is not free to choose. The theory em- 
anates from the nineteenth-century concern for sci- 
entific thought, as exemplified in economic deter- 
muinism (Karl Marx) and biological determinism 
(Charles Darwin). Darwinism was one of the pop- 
ular social philosophies of Crane’s day, and it 
stressed that, as in the animal world, only the 
stronger individuals survive. 


Crane candidly reports the sordid and brutish 
actions of human conduct as well as the testing of 
human strength in the context of violence and strug- 
gle. Henry does not find solace in nature, but rather 
is deluded into feeling secure in an unfriendly con- 
text. As he moves deeper into the woods, away 
from the sounds of the guns and fighting, he comes 
upon a lovely spot, where the boughs of the trees 
form a chapel-like area with brown pine needles 
for the carpet. To his horror, he discovers a ghastly 
corpse with small ants crawling across its face, 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Compare the attitudes of individual soldiers in 
Crane’s battle scenes in The Red Badge of 
Courage with the attitude of individual South- 
ern soldiers in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With 
the Wind. 


• Research the literary tenets of naturalism, real- 
ism, and existentialism in books by French and 
Russian authors as well as American. 


e Study the Battle of Chancellorsville and com- 
pare it to the fictional rendition of this battle in 
The Red Badge of Courage. 





quite a shocking discovery in an otherwise sedate, 
peaceful scene. Henry cries out when he sees the 
corpse, then gazes at it intently before he gathers 
the strength to run away. As he flees, he is afraid 
that the dead man is somehow pursuing him. Fi- 
nally, he stops to listen whether the corpse is call- 
ing after him. He views nature as an impersonal 
force able to go tranquilly on with its process like 
“a woman with a deep aversion to tragedy.” 


Coming of Age 

“It is only by immersion 1n the flux of experi- 
ence that man becomes disciplined and develops in 
character, conscience or soul,” stated R.W. Stall- 
man in his introduction to The Red Badge of 
Courage. The battle is where life’s flux is strongest, 
hence the potential for change is greatest. “From 
the start Henry recognizes the necessity for change, 
but wars against it. But man must lose his soul in 
order to save it. The youth develops into the vet- 
eran,” wrote Stallman. The book can be read as a 
story of the coming of age of Henry Fleming: his 
development from an innocent boy to a mature 
man. A novel that describes the development of a 
young character into a more aware adult is often 
called a bildungsroman. Henry encounters a hos- 
tile environment and is changed by the horror of 
the forest chapel, where he comes into contact with 
a decomposing corpse; he is also changed by the 
awesome death of Jim Conklin and by the patient 
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and selfless suffering of “the tattered man.” 
Prompted by a naive sense of patriotism and hero- 
ism to enlist, Henry is quickly disillusioned with 
the life of a common soldier. In the end, he grows 
in self-confidence and has a clearer grasp of 


reality. 


Appearance vs. Reality 

Henry Fleming has a romantic or egotistic il- 
lusion about his place in the world and about war. 
Crane traces the process of education by which the 
youth matures and changes his thoughts about re- 
ality. Man must believe that he is a rational crea- 
ture whose mind can control and give significance 
to human conduct. Yet Crane demonstrates that 
man is at the mercy not only of his illusions and 
instincts but of superior social and cosmic forces. 
Rather than present to the reader the romantic, ide- 
alized notion of war, he presents its antithesis— 
chaotic, brutal savagery. By contrast, the book and 
film Gone With the Wind represents a romanticized 
version of the Civil War. 


Alienation and Loneliness 

In The Red Badge of Courage, Henry Fleming 
often feels alone and isolated. The woods and the 
smoke separate the soldiers and contribute greatly 
to their feelings of panic during battle. Critic Robert 
Shulman, writing in American Literature, sug- 
gested that Crane had to “test the possibilities and 
failures of community, an understandable interest 
since for him the solitary self has limited resources 
and God and nature are both inaccessible as sources 
of sustaining power.” War accentuates Fleming’s 
feeling of isolation because he faces death so of- 
ten. He encounters the dead Union soldier propped 
against a tree and stares at him until he feels the 
ghastly figure is staring at him. His companions 
Jim Conklin and “the tattered man” both die, leav- 
ing him saddened and confused. 


Point of View 


The book is told in third person from a young 
recruit’s point of view and is a series of sensory 
impressions and dialogues between the soldiers. 
Henry Fleming, the main character, is anxious to 
understand what the other soldiers are feeling: Will 
they run during fire? Are they as scared as he? He 
misses his routine of milking the brindle cows at 
his family’s farm. His comrades, Wilson, a vocif- 
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erous solider who brags about “licking” the enemy, 
and Jim Conklin, who warns that there will be a 
big battle, serve to accentuate the young man’s in- 
nocence. He is impatient to see action in battle, 
without really knowing what it is all about. When 
Henry asks the loud soldier if he will run from bat- 
tle if he 1s scared, he answers, laughing at the boy, 
“TIl do my share of the fightin’.” The actual skir- 
mish kills half the regiment and gives Henry a head 
wound, ironically, by a fellow Union soldier. He is 
ashamed, however, that he ran from the ferocious 
gunfire and fears shame when returning to the 
troops. When his comrades believe his pretense that 
his wound was inflicted in battle, he becomes a re- 
newed person and heroically seizes the Union flag 
from a dead soldier and advances to his personal 
victory. 


Symbolism 


Critics acknowledge Crane as an exceptional 
artist, with superb skills in imagery, metaphor, sim- 
iles, and irony. He has even been referred to as a 
Symbolist in the tradition of the French poet Mal- 
larme and the American author Edgar Allen Poe. 
The red badge—a soldier’s wound—is the most ob- 
vious symbol in the book and the source of its great- 
est irony. While it is meant to be a sign of honor 
and courage, gained from true action in war, 
Henry’s red badge was given to him by accident 
by one of his own army and clearly not from brave 
battle. Henry lies about this and creates a pretense 
to his men that is accepted. Crane also used many 
nature symbols. For example, the images of flow- 
ers in bloom represent the transient, temporary na- 
ture of life. A metaphor (a figure of speech in which 
an object represents something else quite distinct 
from it) often cited by critics is the wafer-sun. 
Henry sees this upon his awareness of the reality 
of death, and it represents the communion wafer in 
an ecclesiastical service. It also suggests a flat, ar- 
tificial “sun,” glued onto a flat, imitation sky, thus 
diminishing Nature, eliminating Heaven, and en- 
larging the youth as the only observer. 


Animal Imagery 

Crane’s novel abounds in animal imagery. The 
campfires of the enemy are red eyes shining in the 
dark, like those of predatory animals. When the bat- 
tle begins, Henry fights like a “pestered animal ... 
worried by dogs,” and on the third day he plunges 
like “a mad horse” at the Confederate flag. Crane 
writes that the soldiers fight like “wild cats.” Fur- 
ther, the regiments resemble black, serpentlike 
columns of regiments entering the cover of night 
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(this imagery is known as a simile, i.e, the writer’s 
representation of unlike objects through use of 
“like” or “as” comparisons). The use of animal im- 
agery helps convey the deterministic pomt of view 
of the literary naturalist, that men are caught like 
animals in a world they cannot control. In the chap- 
ters where Henry runs away in fear, he does so like 
a creature seeking his own self-preservation. He 
throws a pine cone at a squirrel, which runs fright- 
ened up a tree. The squirrel “did not stand stolidly 
baring his furry belly to the missile.... On the con- 
trary, he had fled as fast as his legs could carry 
him....” Henry feels freed since “Nature had given 
him a sign.” 


Irony 


Much has been written about the novel’s irony, 
a literary technique that demonstrates a discrepancy 
between the appearance and reality of a situation. 
Crane presents different perspectives of a situation 
so that the reader must put together what is really 
true. The book’s title is the supreme irony since 
Henry receives his wound from a crazed soldier 
who hits the boy on the head with a rifle butt after 
Henry has fled from a skirmish. The battle is also 
ironic, for after Henry’s great display of bravery on 
the third day of battle, the army retreats and all the 
ground won at great cost is given up. Crane makes 
the sacrifices of war seem futile and the suffering 
not worth the cost. The moral, however, 1s implicit, 
for at the end of the novel, Henry feels a sense of 
pride as a full-fledged man. Some critics dispute 
the fact that there is a moral sense at all in this 
book. In any case, there is a sense that Henry has 
undergone some transformation. 


Setting 

The scenario of the battle is Chancellorsville, 
Virginia, near Richmond, and the time is probably 
1863. The Battle of Chancellorsville that pitted 
130,000 Union soldiers under General Joseph 
Hooker against 60,000 Confederates under General 
Robert E. Lee eventually resulted in a large defeat 
for the Union troops. Hooker crossed the Rappa- 
hannock River and advanced to attack the Rebels 
from behind Chancellorsville. Lee and Jackson 
split their troops and surprised Hooker. Union ca- 
sualties in the Battle included 1,606 killed and 
9,762 wounded, with nearly 6,000 missing. Union 
generals were fired by Lincoln for not having a co- 
hesive battle plan. In the novel, Henry Fleming runs 
into the woods for refuge from the fire. The woods 
becomes an ironic setting, since it offers neither 
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salvation nor peace, but another look at death in 


the form of a partially decomposed corpse. 


Historical Context 





Memoirs of the Civil War 


The war literature of the Civil War era glori- 
fied heroism and the courage of soldiers on both 
sides of the war. The numerous memoirs of war 
veterans influenced Crane, who had a lifelong ob- 
session with war. He drew upon the common pat- 
tern of these chronicles for the major plot elements 
in The Red Badge of Courage: the sentimental ex- 
pectation of the young recruit moved to enlist by 
patriotic rhetoric and heroic fantasies of war; the 
resistance of his parents to his enlistment; his anx- 
iety over the apparent confusion and purposeless- 
ness of troop movements; his doubts about his per- 
sonal courage; the dissipation of his heroic illusions 
in the first battle; his grumbling about the incom- 
petency of generals; and other such motifs, inci- 
dents, and situations. 


The editors of Century Magazine published 
Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, one of 
Crane’s primary sources in writing The Red Badge 
of Courage. The editors hoped to foster mutual re- 
spect for both armies, focusing on the bonds forged 
by soldiers in the field rather than the horrors they 
endured. Crane’s novel challenged these popular 
tales, which often featured heroes on the battlefield 
rewarded by the love of an awed heroine at home. 
In the book, Henry Fleming has similar romantic 
notions of warfare but they are dispelled when he 
encounters the grim reality of the battlefield. Crane 
felt that fiction should present a slice out of life. 
Many readers had a difficult time believing he had 
not yet experienced war firsthand, because he was 
so successful at depicting the war. 


The battle he describes in The Red Badge of 
Courage is based on the Battle of Chancellorsville. 
Besides referring to the Rappahannock River and 
the city of Richmond, the author discusses the fact 
that Fleming’s regiment passes Washington, D.C., 
before quartering on the Rappahannock. The set- 
ting, geographical terrain, and the references to the 
weather parallel historical facts. Essentially, the 
battle was fought in the wilderness a few miles west 
of Fredericksburg, Virginia. Although this provides 
the scenario for the book, precise identification of 
the battle location is clearly not a primary consid- 
eration for Crane. 
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A Curner and Ives engraving of the Battle of Chancellorsville, May 3, 1863, the incident upon which 


Stephen Crane's fictional battle is based. 


The Progress of Civilization and Urban 
Poor 
As the mineteenth century drew to a close, it 
was assumed that humankind was steadily pro- 
gressing. Advancements in technology, rapid in- 
dustnalization, and improved education made some 
people feel that humans—and in particular Amer-~ 
icans—had evolved beyond the desuuction and ig- 
погалсе that had taken place in the past. Yet wars 
continued to be fought and, with the improvement 
of weapons technology, became bloodier and more 
deadly. Crane points out in his novel that though 
education and religion were supposed to have “civ- 
ized” men and “checked” their passions, war con- 
linued lo rage, and violence had only increased. His 
words proved visionary when the United States en- 
gaged m an intemational conflict, the Spanish- 
American War, in 1898 (Crane covered the conflict 
aS a war correspondent). Crane studied New York 
City street life, since he spent much of his early 
adult life living among its poor and “fringe ele- 
nt.” Be frequently kept company with prosti- 
[ules and stregel people, even disgwsing himself as 
a transient in order to learn how they lived and were 
treated by sociely. He was one of the first “literary 
bohenuans,” so-called because he cavorted with 
disrepviable characters and chose unusual subjects 
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for hus fiction (many did not consider the lower 
classes to be a fitting topic for literary endeavors). 
Crane was able to use his city expenences in the 
nove) by drawing on the grim parallels between 
poverty-stricken urban streets and bloody war 
zones. In the novel, he refers to the approaching 
army as a train and the soldiers as the spokes of 
the wheels. 


The Spanish-American War 

Crane was enraptured by war stories and often 
entered batte as a war corespondent. Оп February 
15, 1898, the Maine, an Amencan ship in Cuba, 
was blown up in Havana harbor, and by April, the 
United States was at war with Spain. Crane was 
working on a wrung project at this time but de- 
cided to volunteer for service. He had already ex- 
penenced the fear of war when he boarded a boat 
Joaded with ammunition and arms for Cuba and es- 
caped Spanish gunboats. Crane’s ship, the Com- 
modore, eventually sank off the Flonda coast, but 
he was able to escape into a ten-foot dinghy. He 
Actonalized this event in his short story “The Open 
Boat.” 

There were several causes of the war, Amen- 
can investments in Cuba were being threatened by 
conbnua) Cuban revolts against Spanish rule. The 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


e 1860s: The Southern cotton states, in a pro- 
secession move to protect their slave-based 
economy, formed The Confederate States of 
America. When the Civil War ended, the In- 
dustrial Revolution began in the U.S., and “King 
Cotton” was replaced by the growth of manu- 
facturing in the South. 


1890s: With increased industrialization, labor 
strikes, such as the 1892 Homestead Steel strike 
and the 1894 Pullman railroad strike, erupted; a 
financial depression takes place between 1892 
and 1894. 


Today: Labor strikes continue in transportation, 
civil service, and other sectors; financial inse- 
curities exist among employees in downsizing 
corporations. The federal government must re- 
duce a multibillion-dollar deficit, yet the stock 
market continues its strong performance. 


¢ 1860s: The American Civil War pits brother 
against brother, Southerner against Northerner. 
About 90,000 Confederate and 93,000 Union 
soldiers died, more men, in proportion to popu- 
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lation, than the British and French lost in World 
War I. 


1890s: The sinking of the Maine ignites the 
Spanish-American War of 1898, which is won 
by the United States. 


Today: The U.S. is experiencing a period of 
peace and relative prosperity. The Cold War 
with the Soviet Union has ended, and the U.S. 
is not at war with any country. 


e 1860s: Cannons, rifles and revolvers, and 
swords and bayonets are an army’s primary 
weapons during the Civil War. 


1890s: Naval power becomes increasingly im- 
portant in warfare. Battleships and armored 
cruisers help the United States win the Spanish- 
American War. 


Today: Computers, satellites, stealth technol- 
ogy, and laser-guided weapons have changed the 
face of war. Several countries have nuclear ca- 
pabilities. 


Ostend Manifesto, a declaration issued by the 
United States, stated that if Spain refused to cede 
Cuba to the United States, it would be justified in 
taking the island by force. Also, the United States 
had been channeling money and munitions to aid 
Cuba, an act that created ill-feeling between the 
Spanish and American governments. The growth 
of anti-Spanish sentiment was fueled by “yellow 
journalism” tactics used during a newspaper war 
between Joseph Pulitzer of the New York World 
and William Randolph Hearst of the New York 
Journal, which saw the publication of many stories 
and pictures of the ill-fated Cuban insurrection of 
1895. These stories were designed to secure news- 
paper readers, but they were often exaggerated ac- 
counts. 


The most tangible causes of the war were the 
destruction of the Maine, at a cost of 260 officers 
and crew, and the New York Journal’s famous 
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masthead declaring, “Remember the Maine!”, 
which roused the nation to action. Finally, Presi- 
dent McKinley had to ask for a declaration of war 
against Spain. The war was easily won by the 
United States, and the Treaty of Paris in 1898 gave 
Cuba its independence. The United States became 
its protector, and the country also took possession 
of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippine Islands. 
Further, the United States became a naval power 
and a leader in world affairs. 


Critical Overview 





After being serialized in magazines, The Red 
Badge of Courage was finally published in book 
form in the fall of 1895 to favorable reviews. 
George Wyndham, writing in the New Review, 
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stated, “Mr. Crane has surely contrived a master- 
piece.” Stephen Crane’s literary reputation was 
firmly established, and the twenty-four-year-old 
author’s imaginative genius was hailed by critics 
and readers here and in England. As his letters of 
late 1895 and early 1896 suggest, Stephen Crane’s 
literary situation was somewhat problematic, para- 
doxically because of the immense success of The 
Red Badge of Courage. It created something of a 
sensation in late 1895, and before the end of that 
year, Crane was a famous man, an international 
celebrity known on both sides of the Atlantic for 
his brilliant and uncompromisingly realistic por- 
trayal of war. But he also spent money and suffered 
some notoriety as a bohemian and social radical. 
When the book was published, many readers dis- 
liked it, faulting its artificial style, far-fetched 
metaphors, and improper grammar and usage. His 
literary mentors, William Dean Howells and Ham- 
lin Garland, thought the book less significant than 
his first novel, Maggie, A Girl of the Streets, which 
was in the realistic mode, and more in line with 
their style. 


Crane’s fame spread after his death. His work 
enjoyed a particular revival of interest in the 
1920s, the decade of social iconoclasts. Joseph 
Hergesheimer, writing in The Work of Stephen 
Crane, called the work “both a novel and a narra- 
tive,” adding, “I have an idea, too, that as it is po- 
etry, lyrical as well as epic; no one, certainly, can 
deny that it is completely classic in its movement, 
its pace and return.” The Red Badge was so origi- 
nal that it created many imitations of its style, and 
its realistic view of war. 


During the 1950s, there was heavy critical em- 
phasis on the religious themes in the novel. Crane 
had grown up in a deeply religious environment 
since his father had been a Methodist minister and 
his mother a devout Christian who often con- 
tributed articles to religious publications. Thus, 
critics equated one of Crane’s characters in his 
book, Jim Conklin, with Christ. In particular, critic 
R.W. Stallman believed The Red Badge of Courage 
to be laden with religious symbols. In an introduc- 
tion to The Red Badge of Courage, he alludes to 
the famous “sun-like-a-wafer” image as being par- 
ticularly relevant as a religious symbol. Most of the 
criticism since the 1950s, however, has taken a dif- 
ferent course, that of exploring Crane’s artistic 
technique which blended elements of symbolism, 
impressionism, and naturalism. 


One critic who places Crane in the Naturalis- 
tic school is Charles Child Walcutt. In his book 
American Literary Naturalism: A Divided Stream, 


Walcutt remarked that Crane “makes us see Henry 
Fleming as an emotional puppet controlled by what- 
ever sight he sees at the moment.” He added that 
Henry reacts “in a blind rage that turns him into an 
animal” without moral sense when he returns to war 
after receiving a wound to his head. Other critics 
focus on Crane’s use of color imagery or impres- 
sionism (the use of light and color to describe an 
event or feeling). Another school of critics views 
Crane’s depiction of Henry Fleming as an overly 
egocentric individual. His frequent ideas of his pow- 
ers in war seem grandiose, but that is typical of one 
so young; it is difficult to see how he could tell his 
own war story otherwise. Crane himself was a 
young man when he wrote about Fleming, their ages 
just three to five years apart. This is a young man’s 
novel about the meaning and the nature of being 
young. Therefore, the education of the naive, proud 
man is central to Crane’s intent. 


For the most part, critics agree that Crane dis- 
regarded plot and character delineation in his work 
and that he was unable to sustain longer works of 
fiction. However, with the proliferation of Crane 
scholarship during the past twenty years, his liter- 
ary reputation has grown. One of the reasons why 
modern critics enjoy the novel is because it deals 
with a popular theme today: the isolated individual 
and his relationship to society. If human life has 
any meaning, man must look to it himself, Crane 
suggests, in a philosophy akin to today’s existen- 
tialism. One critic, American Literature contribu- 
tor Robert Shulman, observed that Crane’s work 
shows him “responding to one of the deepest ten- 
dencies of his American society, its tendency to iso- 
late individuals, to fragment selves and relations, 
and to substitute technological, contractual, and bu- 
reaucratic ties for those of human compassion and 
community.” Critics contend that despite Crane’s 
minor flaws, his artistry lies in his ability to con- 
vey a personal vision based on his own “quality of 
personal honesty” and that he pioneered a modern 
form of fiction that superceded the genteel realism 
of late nineteenth-century American literature. 
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Sharon Cumberland 


In the following essay, Cumberland, an assis- 
tant professor at Seattle University, provides a gen- 
eral overview of the novel and notes how Crane 
broke with Romantic traditions of the time by re- 
fusing to idealize war. 
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Stephen Crane’s Civil War novel, The Red 
Badge of Courage, is remarkable in two ways: it is 
a quintessential coming-of-age story, and it is writ- 
ten in a style so original that many consider it to 
be the first modem American novel. Though writ- 
ten thirty years after the Civil War, in 1895, by a 
young man who had never seen warfare, Crane cap- 
tured not only the disorientation and chaos of the 
battlefield, but found completely original ways to 
describe a foot soldier's experience. And though 
The Red Badge of Courage is part of a long tradi- 
tion of war narratives, which extends from Homer’s 
The Iliad to Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Crane 
departed from that tradition by presenting war from 
the point of view of a single ignorant private. No 
effort is made to characterize war as noble, death 
as glorious, or soldiers as particularly brave or ad- 
mirable. Instead, The Red Badge of Courage is a 
study of the interior life of a young man, Henry 
Fleming, who is in turn confused, terrified, humil- 
tated, and, ultimately, matured by his exposure to 
pitched battle. 


Crane’s strategy in The Red Badge of Courage 
is to create a sense of chaos and helplessness by 
withholding from the reader information that the 
common soldier would not have known. Henry 
Fleming does not know where he is at any time. It 
seems to the characters, as to the reader, that Flem- 
ing and his fellow soldiers are being arbitrarily 
moved around in mysterious patterns that suit the 
generals but mean nothing to the soldiers m the 
ranks. Scholars have determined from internal ev- 
idence, however, that Crane set his story during the 
Battle of Chancellorsville which took place from 
May 2 to May 6, 1863, near the little town of Chan- 
cellorsville, Virginia, and not far from Fredricks- 
burg. Understanding something of that battle offers 
a useful perspective on Henry Fleming’s odyssey 
to manhood, and on the settings in which each of 
his adventures takes place. 


The Battle of Chancellorsville was fought be- 
tween the Army of the Potomac, led by the Union 
general Joseph Hooker, and the Confederate army 
led by Robert E. Lee. The town was near the Rap- 
pahannock River and surrounded by a pine scrub 
forest called “The Wilderness.” A great deal of the 
fighting took place in this forest, which accounts 
for the setting of Henry Fleming’s period of de- 
sertion, and for the cathedral-like clearing in the 
woods where he encounters the dead soldier. Many 
of the skirmishes and encounters between the two 
armies also took place on the fields between 
Fredricksburg and the Wilderness. This accounts 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


¢ All Quiet on the Western Front by Erich Maria 
Remarque concerns a young German infantry- 
man’s experience in World War I. 


e The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger relates 
in first person the story of a adolescent in New 
York City and his ironic, and comic, views of 
life. 


e Gone With the Wind by Margaret Mitchell tells 
the saga of a young woman’s life during the 
Civil War and Reconstruction periods in the 
South. 





¢ Homage to Catalonia by George Orwell is a 
British soldier’s firsthand account of the Span- 
ish Civil War, during which he fought with the 
Republicans against fascism. 


for the battle scenes in which Henry finds himself 
running wildly at the enemy over an open plain. 


Lee’s army was outnumbered by two to one, 
but his clever maneuvering gave the Rebel army 
the early advantage. Using his brilliant cavalry di- 
vision, led by Stonewall Jackson, Lee forced the 
superior Federal troops into a desperate retreat on 
the first day of the battle. Henry Fleming sees these 
retreating soldiers as he approaches the front and 
fantasizes that the generals are leading them into a 
trap. He was not far from the truth. 


Unfortunately for Lee, Stonewall Jackson re- 
ceived the wound that killed him in this battle, and 
on the second day the Federals pushed the Rebels 
back in one of the few bayonet charges of the war. 
Instead of pressing his advantage, however, Gen- 
eral Hooker ordered the Union Army to fall back, 
allowing Lee to reform his line and continue the 
fight for another two days. The dismay and distrust 
that Crane represents among the Federal foot sol- 
diers was felt in real life by the officers who served 
under Hooker. According to James M. McPherson 
in Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era, upon 
receiving orders to retreat instead of advance, one 
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of Hooker’s officers reported that he believed his 
commanding officer to be “a whipped man.” By 
the end of the encounter, Lee had triumphed over 
the Union Army and scored one of the most re- 
sounding triumphs of the war. President Lincoln, 
when told of Hooker’s defeat despite his tremen- 
dous advantage, exclaimed, “My God! My God! 


What will the country say?” 


Henry Fleming, as a Union soldier being or- 
dered here and there during one of the great fias- 
coes of the Civil War, is neither irrational nor cow- 
ardly for his perception of the battle as insane 
chaos. Nor can he be blamed for his decision to 
leave the front, since everything he is asked to do 
seems pointless. The Red Badge of Courage is a 
study in what a rational person can do in an irra- 
tional situation. Ultimately Fleming realizes that he 
must face his fear and reservations for the sake of 
his reputation and for the sake of his comrades. 


Stephen Crane (1871-1900) was writing in the 
last decade of the century, a period that has a dis- 
tinctive quality in all aspects of the arts. Romanti- 
cism had dominated literary and visual arts for the 
first half of the nineteenth century, and the time 
was ripe for new ideas as the twentieth century ap- 
proached. 


The Romantic movement was represented in 
England by Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Byron, 
and Shelley, and in America by the Transcenden- 
talists (Emerson, Thoreau, and Fuller, among oth- 
ers) and by Walt Whitman. It was a movement 
characterized by three attributes: 1) free and nat- 
ural expression, rather than the artificial formality 
of the eighteenth century; 2) the elevation of the 
common man as a subject of literature; and 3) the 
use of the natural landscape to reflect human pas- 
sion and expressiveness. Two schools of thought 
emerged in mid-century as literature developed be- 
yond Romanticism and then reacted against these 
trends in writing: Realism and Impressionism. 


Realism is related to Romanticism in that it 
draws upon the life of the common man and woman 
for material and inspiration. But instead of idealiz- 
ing the lives of common folk, the Realists focus on 
the brutal and ugly aspects of lower class people 
and their difficult and often sordid lives. Clearly 
Stephen Crane is writing in the Realistic manner, 
since his subjects are common men presented with 
all their problems and flaws. A romantic telling of 
this story would have emphasized courage, hero- 
ism, and glorious death rather than cowardice, fear, 
and rotten corpses. A romantic telling of this story 
might also have implied that the soldiers were dy- 


ing in a glorious cause of which God approved, and 
that their souls were going straight to heaven. 
Crane’s realistic version of war offers the soldier 
no such comfort. In the realistic universe there is 
no God to make human folly seem sane. Henry 
Fleming is forced to confront the fact of death and 
the inevitability of his own death. 


Another way in which Realism is related to but 
goes beyond Romanticism is in the use of nature. 
The Romantics projected their own imaginations 
onto the natural landscape, giving it magical pow- 
ers. Realists, responding to Darwin’s discovery of 
natural selection, saw nature in terms of the sur- 
vival of the fittest. Part of Henry Fleming’s ma- 
turing process requires that he accept the fact that 
predators—the enemy—are determined to kill him. 
He decides that it is better to be the predator and 
to kill his enemy than to allow the enemy to kill 
him. 


Crane’s writing style has also been described 
as Impressionism, a phenomenon in the literary 
world that responded to a corresponding impulse 
in the art world. French Impressionism was a 
school of painting that rejected Romanticism in the 
visual arts for the detached observation of nature. 
Impressionists tried to paint what they saw without 
adding content from their own emotions or imagi- 
nation. Monet, Renoir, Cezanne, and Manet at- 
tempted to paint nature by breaking their observa- 
tions down into pieces of light and showing each 
part independently from every other part. The same 
principle can be observed in The Red Badge of 
Courage because Crane describes Fleming’s expe- 
riences almost as a collection of snapshots, with- 
out a coherent time sequence to give them mean- 
ing. Henry observes many things, but none of them 
hang together; no picture emerges that makes sense 
to him. Just as art critics had to learn how to un- 
derstand Impressionism, Henry learns to find order 
in his apparently meaningless universe. 


The Red Badge of Courage is a favorite text 
for intermediate and high school students because 
it is one of the great coming—of—age novels. How 
does a young person assume his or her place in the 
world of adult responsibilities? Every young per- 
son must confront the fear associated with being 
expected to take charge rather than to be taken care 
of. Sometimes the moment comes in a decision, as 
when Huckleberry Finn decides to help his friend 
Jim, even if he gets in trouble for supporting an es- 
caped slave. Sometimes it comes in acceptance of 
the inevitable, as when Scarlett O’Hara in Gone 
With the Wind recognizes that many people depend 
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upon her resourcefulness for their survival. The Red 
Badge of Courage offers a powerful text on the in- 
ternal struggle of one young person to accept the 
great—even unreasonable—responsibilities placed 
upon him that will transform him from a child to 
an adult. This is the primary thematic approach for 
younger students. 


For older students, the historical and stylistic 
themes described in the sections above give a rich 
context to The Red Badge of Courage. In addition, 
one can also examine Crane’s text for his rich use 
of symbolism. Even as the “red badge” in the title 
represents courage, or the courage it takes to suf- 
fer a bleeding wound, so Crane uses the landscape, 
the other soldiers, and an array of colors and im- 
ages to represent Henry Fleming’s inner state. One 
of the most fruitful methods to use in reading The 
Red Badge of Courage is to trace Crane’s descrip- 
tions of the weather, the countryside, animals, col- 
ors, sounds, or any other element one chooses, to 
Henry’s state of mind. Crane always reflects his 
protagonist’s feelings in some concrete object in 
the environment. One of the most famous images 
from this book, for instance, comes after Henry’s 
friend Jim Conklin has just died: “The red sun was 
pasted in the sky like a wafer.” The red color re- 
flects Jim’s death, while the flatness of the sun be- 
ing “pasted” reflects Henry’s sense of being 
numbed, flattened by his loss. The use of the word 
“wafer,” however, suggests the eucharistic wafer, 
the body of Christ offered in communion, with all 
its connotations of sacrificial death and redemption. 


Source: Sharon Cumberland, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Paul Breslin 

In the following excerpt, Breslin explains how 
Henry, though he at first flees from battle, matures 
into a soldier able to accept the “inevitability of 
death.” 


The Red Badge of Courage is a familiar book, 
and its genre is in part familiar as well—the tale of 
initiation, the adventure story. Crane himself meant 
it to be a popular novel, a potboiler to bring in 
money while he worked on more serious projects. 
But the novel does differ, almost startlingly, from 
other treatments of the Civil War in the same pe- 
riod, not so much by what it includes as by what it 
leaves out. The most striking feature of The Red 
Badge of Courage is the absence of any social con- 
text in which the fighting takes place. One could 
almost say that Crane writes of war in the abstract. 
Such a treatment is sometimes met with in twenti- 
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eth-century literature, but it was quite unorthodox 
in 1895. In particular, Crane’s exclusion of the in- 
tense religious and moral atmosphere surrounding 
the Civil War, juxtaposed with an often-remarked 
abundance of religious terminology and imagery, 
makes The Red Badge point beyond itself in a way 
that its author perhaps did not consciously in- 


tend.... 


The excitement of warfare fascinated Crane, 
but he also seems to have understood, by the time 
he wrote The Red Badge, that impassive, matter- 
of-fact demeanor that had puzzled him in Battles 
and Leaders of the Civil War [edited by Robert Un- 
derwood Johnson and Clarence Clough Buel, 
1887]. When one must be prepared to kill or to be 
killed in the course of a day’s work, one cannot af- 
ford the luxury of introspection; presumably, any 
moral and psychological reservations about taking 
and risking life have been worked out beforehand, 
and if not, they must simply be laid aside. Like the 
surgeon, the soldier must disengage his imagina- 
tion from what he is doing. The danger of this nec- 
essary detachment is an alienation of action from 
meaning. One can see this excessive detachment in 
the memoirs of the Civil War’s most distinguished 
general, Ulysses S. Grant, who also had a civilian 
career of some importance. 


Grant never wanted to enter the military in the 
first place, but went to West Point on his father’s 
insistence. After his graduation, the Mexican War 
broke out, and his comments on it show a curious 
split between his private and soldierly morality: 


Generally the officers were indifferent whether the 
annexation was consummated or not; but not so all 
of them. For myself, I was bitterly opposed to the 
measure, and to this day regard the war as one of the 
most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a 
weaker nation. It was an instance of a republic fol- 
lowing the bad example of European monarchies, in 
not considering justice in their desire to acquire ad- 
ditional territory. 


But he fought in the Mexican War, and he de- 
scribes his battles with cold lucidity, scarcely both- 
ering to reconcile his opinion with his participa- 
tion. He spent the interlude between the Mexican 
War and the Civil War as a civilian, then returned 
to service because he supported the Union cause— 
but not for Lincoln’s reasons. He thought secession 
legal, and his objection was merely that the South 
had resisted Constitutional power instead of se- 
ceding years earlier when it had the chance. He did 
not believe that the country must be all slave or all 
free, though he changed his mind later, after the 
war. 
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Grant was an even-tempered soldier, a paragon 
of military professionalism. His accounts of battles 
read like military dispatches and, as Wilson points 
out, he avoids vivid descriptions of the havoc of 
war. The mature Henry Fleming, though not as 
stolid as Grant, has the same poker-faced detach- 
ment from his own feelings. It is his cowardice, 
rather than his aggression, that tempts him toward 
guilty introspection; but though the occasion is dif- 
ferent, the response is the same. Henry must de- 
liberately suspend the contemplative faculty. His 
success as a soldier depends not so much upon a 
moral or spiritual growth as upon a practical ad- 


justment to the psychology of combat. 


In the course of The Red Badge of Courage, 
Henry Fleming learns, essentially, what his mother 
had told him before his enlistment: “Don’t go a- 
thinkin’ you can lick the hull rebel army at the start, 
because yeh can’t. Yer jest one little feller amongst 
a hull lot of others and yeh’ve got to keep quiet an’ 
do what they tell yeh.” This does not mean that he 
learns humility in the moral sense, but rather that 
he gains a practical sense of perspective which en- 
ables him to be a better soldier. His education is 
largely outside the realm of morality. The goal 
which prompted his enlistment, recognition, never 
changes. Even in the last charge, he is not interested 
in winning the battle as much as in being a hero: 


The youth had resolved not to budge whatever should 
happen. Some arrows of scorn that had buried them- 
selves in his heart, had generated strange and un- 
speakable hatreds. It was clear to him that his final 
and absolute revenge was to be achieved by his dead 
body lying, torn and guttering, upon the field. This 
was to be a poignant retaliation upon the officer who 
had said “mule driver,” and later “mud digger.” For 
in all the wild graspings of his mind for a unit re- 
sponsible for his sufferings and commotions, he al- 
ways seized upon the man who had dubbed him 
wrongly. 

Henry enlists against the advice of his mother, 
who “had affected to look with some contempt 
upon the quality of his war ardor and patriotism.” 
We share her doubts as Henry bids farewell to his 
schoolmates. He was nobody; now he is suddenly 
special, and this is what he wants. However, the 
gesture of enlistment commits him to action, and 
the rest of the story deals with his acceptance of 
the less pleasant aspects of soldiership. 


In camp, young Fleming seems to think the 
whole world is concerned with one question: will 
he run? It is significant that Jim Conklin echoes his 
mother’s advice, saying, “All yeh got t’do is t’sit 
down an’ wait as quiet as yeh kin,” and “it ain’t 
likely they’ [the regiment] lick th’ hull rebel army 
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all-to-onct th’ first time.” He who thinks he can lick 
the whole rebel army also is responsible for the 
whole Union defeat if he does not. Henry’s ego- 
tism places an enormous burden on his shoulders. 
In trying to set his mind at rest, he intuitively looks 
in the right direction: he tries to determine what the 
others are feeling; but it does not occur to him that 
no one else is any more likely to admit self-doubt 
than he is. 


During the regiment’s advance, the thing that 
most troubles Henry is that he doesn’t know what 
to expect. He cannot reason ahead. Already, there 
have been false rumors of battle. As the men cross 
the stream, he expects they will meet the enemy. 
They do not. His resolution is shaken, partially be- 
cause he has too much “opportunity to reflect.” 
Doubtless, the corpse which the regiment has just 
passed contributes to his faded spirits; it is his first 
encounter with death. He lingers, tempted by “the 
impulse of the living to try to read in dead eyes the 
answer to the Question.” The question will be an- 
swered, most bitterly, by the eyes of another corpse 
in the forest “chapel.” 


Fleming is still decidedly puffed up with his 
Own importance. He wants to cry out a warning to 
turn back, but: 


He saw that even if the men were tottering with fear, 
they would laugh at his warning. They would jeer 
him and if practicable pelt him with missiles. 


That they might ignore him never enters his 
mind. His self-engrossment also blinds him to the 
situation around him, a blindness dangerous in war- 
fare. He is so busy feeling tragically responsible 
that he lags behind the march. 


During the battle that follows, Henry tries var- 
ious conventional ways of calming himself. He be- 
littles death and affirms his patriotic solidarity. He 
convinces himself that death is “nothing but rest”; 
and later, he has “suddenly lost concern for him- 
self” and feels lost in a larger identity, “a regiment, 
an army, a cause, or a country” that is “in a crisis.” 
Although the collective identity remains vague 
throughout the book, the communal sense deepens 
as Henry matures. Henry also begins to think of 
himself as a craftsman at work—he begins to ac- 
quire some military professionalism. 


Once again, it is surprise that upsets Henry’s 
delicate balance. The enemy’s counterattack is un- 
expected. Crane compares the resentment of 
Henry’s regiment to a rebellion against a god: “The 
slaves toiling in the temple of this god began to feel 
rebellion at his harsh tasks.” Clearly, this is a pa- 
gan rather than Christian deity. Shortly afterward 
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Henry, seeing the first cowards depart, runs also. 
His fear is more intense once he runs, again be- 
cause of uncertainty, for “Death about to thrust him 
between the shoulder blades was far more dreadful 
than death about to smite him between the eyes.” 


Fleeing into the woods to escape death, Henry 
finds death. Here he asks “the question,” first of 
Nature, then of the corpse. The question may be 
phrased, roughly, Is there any hope of escape from 
death? At first, the peace of the forest and the nim- 
ble escape of the squirrel reassure him; but the an- 
imal pouncing on the fish in black water is an 
equally true example of natural law; and the corpse 
answers the question with a resounding No. It is 
not, in this context, a particular corpse, but the im- 
age of Henry’s fate and everyone else’s. It is the 
shrine of the war god. 


Olov Fryckstedt sees in this passage a satire 
on “the transcendentalist and romantic view that 
nature could give man direct answers to his petty 
problems.” To this one might add that the Calvin- 
ists, with their argument of design in nature, also 
fall in the domain of this satire. These two groups 
are the prime believers in the holy war, the “army 
of the Lord.” 


The real point of the scene for Henry, though, 
is an acceptance of the reality and inevitability of 
death. War, for Crane, is a heightened instance of 
the indifferent, Darwinistic universe which, for 
[Theodore] Dreiser (or the Crane of Maggie, A Girl 
of the Streets) found its symbol in the modern city. 
Henry, by enlisting, has committed himself to live 
by the laws of such a universe. When all roads lead 
to death, there is nothing to run from and nothing 
to run to. If there is no escape, one must simply 
make the best of the situation. When Henry’s 
reverie is interrupted by the sound of fighting, he 
begins running back toward the battle. 


The forest chapel scene gives Henry the laws 
of his reality, but it is no spur to his conscience, 
which alas remains impenitent. His reentry into the 
war is not accomplished by penitence, but by per- 
spective: 

It suddenly occurred to the youth that the fight in 
which he had been was, after all, but perfunctory pop- 
ping.... 

Reflecting, he saw a sort of humor in the point of 
view of himself and his fellows during the late en- 
counter. They had taken themselves and the enemy 
very seriously and had imagined that they were ... 
enshrining their reputations for ever in the hearts of 
their countrymen, while, as to fact, the affair would 


appear in printed reports under a meek and immate- 
rial title. 
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Before Henry reaches his regiment, he falls in 
with the wounded, and there ensues a scene which 
would draw guilt from anyone with talent for that 
emotion. First a soldier queries him about his 
nonexistent wound; again he tries to escape but, as 
before, runs from bad to worse. He finds his old 
friend, Jim Conklin, dying a hideous death. Henry’s 
reaction to all this is not guilt but anger: 


The youth turned, with sudden, livid rage, toward the 
battlefield. He shook his fist. He seemed about to de- 
liver a Philippic. 

‘Hell—” 

The red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer. 


Whether he shakes his fist at the battlefield, as 
appears, or at the sky, as Stallman claims the man- 
uscript proves, he does not shake it at himself. 


Bashed over the head with a rifle, Fleming dis- 
covers a pragmatism upon returning to his regi- 
ment. If no one can tell the difference between a 
drubbing and a war wound, then none exists, ac- 
cording to William James; and Fleming cheerfully 
accepts the verdict. It is important to realize that 
Crane does not condemn him for this, that indeed, 
from this point on, Henry fights as admirably as 
any man who did not run; and that a confession 
might have destroyed his confidence. Courage and 
conscience, as Grant’s memoirs show, need not in- 
fluence each other. 


All the while, Henry continues to value his 
own standing more than victory. He says that he 
has “never lost his greed for a victory,” but admits, 
“in a half-apologetic manner to his conscience,” 
that “a defeat for the army this time might mean 
many favorable things for him.” If everyone re- 
treats, his own cowardice will not stand out by con- 
trast. He has gained a certain poise when he returns. 
He shakes off the terrible fantasy suggested by the 
thought of the wounded sleeping around him at 
dawn. He is less easily overcome by appearances, 
and he ceases his railing at circumstances. Yet, as 
a passage deleted from the final version makes ex- 
plicit, his confidence is just as self-centered as his 
fear: 

But he was now, in a measure, a successful man, and 
he could no longer tolerate in himself a spirit of fel- 
lowship for poets. He abandoned them. Their songs 
about black landscape were of no importance to him, 
since his new eyes said that his landscape was not 


black. People who called landscape black were id- 
jots. 


At about this time, Henry convinces himself of 
something which, though it puts him at ease in bat- 
tle, is directly contrary to fact: that he is somehow 
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“chosen of gods and doomed to greatness.” This 
feeling expands to almost mystical delusions of in- 
vulnerability later on. A heightened awareness rem- 
iniscent of Farquar’s in Bierce’s “An Occurrence 


at Owl Creek Bridge” is accompanied by 


a mad enthusiasm that, it seemed, would be incapable 
of checking itself before granite and brass. There was 
the delirium that encounters despair and death, and 
is heedless and blind to the odds. It is a temporary 
but sublime absence of selfishness. 


Crane obviously admires this courage, even 
though it does not belong to a man but merely pos- 
sesses him sporadically, and even though it is 
grounded in illusion. The same Henry Fleming, 
moments after his “temporary but sublime absence 
of selfishness,” has a tug-of-war with his compan- 
ion for the regimental flag. 


At the very end of the story, Henry is on the 
verge of guilt, but casts it out. He had run not be- 
cause he was a coward, but because he was caught 
in “the wild mistakes and ravings of a novice who 
did not comprehend.” Not only that, he rational- 
izes, his sin “would make a sobering balance. It 
would become a good part of him.” In The Veteran, 
Crane portrays Henry Fleming as an old man still 
impenitent and still, to his death, genuinely coura- 
geous. 


It is, I believe, Henry’s impenitence, combined 
with a real physical courage, that is responsible for 
the irony of The Red Badge of Courage. (One feels 
that Crane himself was only half-conscious of the 
implications of his treatment, but the irony, how- 
ever it came there, is in the book.) Crane’s whole 
life testifies to his admiration for courage, and 
Henry Fleming unquestionably has it. But we want 
more from our heroes than courage: we want them 
to be great souls. Crane is telling us not only that 
courage can exist without a great soul but, further, 
that brave men often cannot afford great souls. We 
have nurtured the myth that all our wars have been 
fought, with great reluctance, on grounds of prin- 
ciple or conscience, and we do not like to be told 
otherwise. Crane’s potboiler proves to be a more 
subversive book than his slum tales that shocked 
so many readers of the 1890s. 


Source: Paul Breslin, “Courage and Convention: The Red 
Badge of Courage,” in The Yale Review, December, 1976, 
pp. 209-22. 


Eric Solomon 

In the following excerpt, Solomon claims that 
with The Red Badge of Courage, Crane revolu- 
tionized how modern war novels would be told. 
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In spite of the abundance of war novels pro- 
duced by two world conflicts, The Red Badge of 
Courage is still the masterwork of war fiction. 
Stephen Crane’s novel is the first work in English 
fiction of any Jength purely dedicated to an artistic 
reproduction of war, and it has rarely been ap- 
proached in scope or intensity since it was pub- 
lished in 1895. 


Any judgment of the influence of The Red 
Badge of Courage on later war fiction would of ne- 
cessity be conjectural. The circumstance that Ford 
Madox Ford and Ernest Hemingway worshipped at 
the Crane shrine does not in itself prove that No 
More Parades or A Farewell to Arms was directly 
affected by Crane’s book. But the novel became 
part of the literary heritage of the twentieth cen- 
tury, and whether or not a war writer consciously 
recalls Crane’s performance, the fact remains that 
The Red Badge of Courage is a touchstone for mod- 
ern war fiction. Stephen Crane gave the war novel 
its classic form. 


Crane, however, made no great innovation in 
style or subject matter. Realism, irony, detail, the 
emotional impact of combat—all these had ap- 
peared somewhere in earlier war fiction. The con- 
tribution of Stephen Crane to the genre of war fic- 
tion was twofold. First, he defined the form in his 
novel that deals with war and its effect upon the 
sensitive individual who is inextricably involved; 
war is treated as neither journalism nor autobiog- 
raphy nor dashing romance, but as a test of mind 
and spirit in a situation of great tension. Crane also 
constructed a book that still stands as the technical 
masterpiece in the field.... 


The essential quality of Crane’s novel cannot 
be derived from the study of one man’s response 
to war. War has presented, among other things, a 
highly developed social problem ever since the 
days of individual combat were over. The grada- 
tion of the army system and its rigid chain of com- 
mand combine with the massive troop movements 
of modern warfare to make combat a reflection of 
a special society with its own precise rules of con- 
formity. And as Mark Schorer has pointed out [in 
“Foreword,” Critiques and Essays on Modern Fic- 
tion] any novel must find a form that will encom- 
pass both the individual and social experiences. 


It may not be immediately obvious that The 
Red Badge of Courage is more than the story of 
the young soldier who is Crane’s hero and point- 
of-view character. The author does not try to de- 
scribe his individuals fully. We do not even know 
the youth’s whole name until Chapter Twelve. Tak- 
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ing Crane’s novel on its own terms, we need not 
expect rounded figures, logically described, having 
past histories; neither should we overlook Henry 
Fleming’s comrades in the war situation. 


Henry comes into close contact with five other 
soldiers in his passage from apprenticeship to mas- 
tery. Of these, the tall soldier, Jim Conklin, is most 
important. Henry identifies with Conklin’s calm at- 
titude when faced with combat and attempts to ac- 
cept his steadying advice. The death of Conklin has 
particular meaning to the hero; just as in Crane’s 
story, The Open Boat, the stronger personality does 
not survive the test. The loud soldier, Wilson, a foil 
to Henry’s fears at the start, undergoes a similar, 
and even more rapid, growth to manhood through 
the ordeal. The attitude of the somewhat anony- 
mous lieutenant, Hasbrouck, reflects the hero’s 
place in the military society. When Henry is a cow- 
ard, the officer strikes at him with a sword, but 
when the youth is fighting well, he and the lieu- 
tenant are filled with mutual admiration. 


Two more figures, shadowy ones to be sure, 
but still vividly realized, provide a commentary on 
the soldier’s progress. Direct opposites, the tattered 
soldier whom Henry leaves wandering blindly in a 
field, and the cheery stranger who guides Henry 
back to his regiment, signify respectively betrayal 
and comradeship. The interaction of the hero with 
these five characters and the regiment as a whole 
furnishes the fundamental theme of The Red Badge 
of Courage. The standards by which Henry’s de- 
velopment is measured are those of group loyalty 
rather than fear and courage. Although the sec- 
ondary characters are typed, and meant to be so, 
and not sharply individualized, they are still effec- 
tively presented. 


The novel opens on the large picture of the en- 
tire fighting force. “The cold passed reluctantly 
from the earth and the retiring fogs revealed an 
army stretched out on the hills, resting.” As in a 
motion-picture opening, the scene gradually fo- 
cuses on a particular group of soldiers—Conklin 
doing his washing, Wilson arguing violently, and 
then on Henry in a solitude of self-mistrust. 


The key to Henry’s development, and the es- 
sential meaning of war for him, comes in the flash- 
back to his farewell from his mother. The impor- 
tance of this scene is not in his mother’s adjuration 
to do his duty bravely, nor in the general anti- 
romantic atmosphere of cows and socks, but in her 
words that remind the youth of his own insignifi- 
cance in the larger scheme. “‘Yer jest one little 
feller amongst a hull lot of others, and yeh’ve got 
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to keep quiet an’ do what they tell yeh. I know how 
you are, Henry.’” She knows, but he must learn in 


battle what kind of a man he is. 


Henry’s vanity does not allow him to be a lit- 
tle fellow among a whole lot of others except in 
the rare moments of rationalization when he com- 
forts himself with the consideration that he is part 
of a vast blue demonstration. Because abstract 
judgment fails him in his fear, he is isolated. Crane 
stresses Henry’s feeling of solitude. He has no one 
with whom to compare suspicions; he is different, 
“alone in space,” “a mental outcast.” Both the calm 
competence of the tall soldier and the brash assur- 
ance of the loud soldier convince Henry that his is 
a unique weakness. 


When the regiment advances for its baptism of 
fire, Henry is a part of the group, albeit unwillingly. 
He feels himself carried along by a mob. The im- 
age Crane uses to signify Henry’s attitude of help- 
lessness is important. “‘...there were iron laws of 
tradition and law [sic] on four sides. He was ina 
moving box.” He is doing exactly what his mother 
warned him against, considering himself an im- 
portant individual. He hates the lieutenant and be- 
lieves that only he, Henry, knows that the entire 
regiment is being betrayed. In other words, the 
youth revolts against the iron laws of the war world, 
the traditions of obedience and humility in the 
ranks. Crane plays off Henry’s condition of rage 
against Jim Conklin’s faithful acceptance of the 
new environment. The other soldiers are shadowy 
figures in Henry’s mind, since his ego has denied 
him the comforts of military friendships. He is too 
wrapped up in himself to realize that others are in 
the same condition of doubt and fear. 


A sudden shift in emphasis takes place when 
the battle starts, as Henry rapidly adjusts to reality. 
Losing concern with himself for the moment, he 
becomes “not a man but a member,” a part of a 
“common personality,” a “mysterious fraternity.” 
Whereas in his isolation and doubt he was trapped 
in a moving box, now, by sinking his personality 
into the larger personality of the group, he regains 
control of himself. Crane describes Henry’s com- 
bat activity with the same box image as before, but 
there is one important difference. Henry is now in 
charge. “He was like a carpenter who has made 
many boxes, making still another box....” 


Crane transfers the point of view from Henry 
to the regiment at this juncture. In the impression- 
istic battle scene, the focus is on “the men,” “they,” 
“a soldier” while the regiment goes about its grim 
business. An integral part of Henry’s development 
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is the realization that even the regiment is not the 
only important participant in the battle. He under- 
stands that the fighting involves many regiments 
and momentarily grasps the idea of his own rela- 
tive unimportance. But Crane is too acute a psy- 
chologist to conceive such a rapid character change 
and have Henry learn the soldier’s hardest lesson 
easily. When the break in the combat comes, Henry 
reverts to his pride and considers his rather petty 
action to have been magnificent. He must undergo 
a more serious test before he can reap the full ben- 


efits of his war experience. 


The second attack is too much for him. Henry 
cannot comprehend the rules of war that are so ir- 
rational as to impose another test so soon. He 
deserts the group, and by this act he breaks all the 
rigid rules of war. The sight of the lieutenant, an- 
grily dabbing at him with his sword, symbolizes 
for Henry his new role as an outcast. The youth is 
no longer, in the Conradian sense, one of them. He 
asks himself, “What manner of men were they any- 
how?” those fools who stayed behind to meet cer- 
tain death. 


The novel is not merely a portrait of fear; it is 
the portrait of a mind that learns to come to terms 
with itself and to live down an act of cowardice. 
Henry Fleming must become a man according to 
the rules war sets forth. Therefore, he must cast off 
the egoism that made him run, and gain a true per- 
spective on his importance. 


The book is often ironic, since his growth is 
neither particularly moral nor is it without fluctu- 
ations. Henry’s failures and successes in war are 
those of a hero manqué, if we are to measure them 
by the usual Christian ethic. But The Red Badge of 
Courage is awar novel, and Henry Fleming should 
be judged by the ideals of a war world. The lesson 
Henry has to learn is basic to combat. The indi- 
vidual cannot depend on his personal reasoning 
powers. Henry’s mind has seen the danger and he 
has fled, while his stupid comrades have stayed and 
shown courage. The beginning of wisdom comes 
with the comprehension that his own judgment is 
insufficient. He is in the position of a criminal be- 
cause of his enlightened intellect. Henry feels the 
bitterness and rage of an outcast, a sensitive 
dreamer who, trapped between romance and real- 
ity, can make the best of neither world. Caught in 
a box of his own making, Henry faces the age-old 
problem of the individual at odds with society. He 
has not only indulged in an act of self-betrayal, he 
has thrown over his responsibilities to and for the 
others. He does not yet understand that his own sal- 
vation (physical and spiritual) must be the product 
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of his dedication to universal salvation. Henry’s 
story is not tragic, because, unlike Lord Jim, the 
young soldier manages to compensate for his anti- 
social action and work his way back to the fellow- 
ship of men which, in the world of war, is repre- 
sented by the regiment. But the road back is not 
easy. 

After his dark night of the soul passed in the 
forest where nature appears to second war’s cru- 
elty, Henry commences his return to the battle—to 
life or death. The physical isolation of the youth 
ends when he meets a line of wounded soldiers 
staggering towards the rear, soldiers coming out of 
the active world from which Henry had fled. Henry 
joins the crowd, but he remains an outsider, for he 
has no wound. Crane reverses the symbolism of 
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter or “The Minister’ s 
Black Veil.” Henry is distinguished by his lack of 
any mark. “He was continually casting sidelong 
glances to see if the men were contemplating the 
letters of guilt he felt burned into his brow.... He 
wished that he, too, had a wound, a red badge of 
courage.” Ironically enough, he desires to be 
marked by the red death he had feared. Honor, or 
the appearance of honor, is his new goal. 

As if to emphasize his sin, Henry remains with 
the denizens of the strange world of wounded. He 
meets the tattered man, one of Crane’s most bril- 
liant portraits of a nameless figure. We know noth- 
ing about the tattered man except that he is 
wounded, and that he is a rather naïve and gentle 
soul. He is the antithesis of the young soldier in 
every way. The tattered man has been hit; he talks 
proudly of his regiment and its performance; he is 
humble and loves the army. In other words, he 
stands for the simple man who has done his duty 
and received his mark of honor. The tattered man 
represents society, and to the conscience-stricken 
Henry the wounded soldier is a reminder of guilt. 
Henry cannot remain with the tattered man when 
he asks the probing question, ““Where yeh hit, ol’ 
boy?’,” that emphasizes the youth’s isolation. 

A greater shock is in store for Henry Fleming. 
After he leaves his tattered companion behind, he 
meets the spectral soldier—the tall soldier, Jim 
Conklin—transformed by a fatal wound. Henry’s 
feeble wish for a little wound pales into the realm 
of bathos in comparison to Conklin’s passion. The 
dying man’s expression of sympathy and concern 
for Henry adds to the acute discomfort of the 
youth’s position. In his walk through the valley of 
the shadow of death at Conklin’s side, Henry’s ed- 
ucation advances. Conklin’s death brings home to 
Henry the true nature of war, brutal and forbidding, 
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more than the sight of an unknown corpse in the 
forest could do. The body of his friend stretched 
out before him, Henry curses the universe that al- 
lows such things to be. He shakes his fist at the bat- 
tlefield and swears, but his insignificance in the 
larger scheme is indicated by Crane’s most famous 
line, “The red sun was pasted in the sky like a 
wafer.” 


Despite his genuine grief at Conklin’s death, 
Henry is unable to accept responsibility for the tat- 
tered man, who has returned to pry at Henry’s 
guilty secret, the crime “concealed in his bosom.” 
He deserts the tattered man a second time, and in 
denying him the young soldier commits his real sin. 
He breaks both a Christian and a military ethical 
rule (“Greater love hath no man....”). Like his orig- 
inal act of cowardice, this desertion goes unpun- 
ished. If we are to read the novel as a study in irony, 
there 1s no confusion; Henry is a sinner who suc- 
ceeds in war without ever changing his ways. 
Crane’s attitude towards his hero is ambiguous 
throughout the novel, however, and the betrayal of 
the tattered man is essential to Henry’s growth to 
maturity. Although the tattered man himself says 
that “‘a man’s first allegiance is to number one’,” 
Henry realizes what he has done. His later heroism 
is a successful attempt to wipe out his cowardice. 
While he eventually rationalizes his betrayal, the 
memory of the tattered man blocks any real return 
to the egocentric immaturity that marked his char- 
acter at the outset of the novel. 


He heads back to the “furnace” of combat, 
since the heat of that purgatory is clearly more de- 
sirable than the icy chill of solitude. His progress 
is halting. Henry is unable to throw off his roman- 
tic visions; he imagines his new self in a pic- 
turesque and sublime role as a leader of lurid 
charges. Once again the reality of war breaks his 
dreams apart, reality in the forms of physical ex- 
haustion, thirst, and the memory of his cowardice. 
No longer a visionary, Henry can now make his 
way through the war world. 


Crane’s bitterness comes to the surface in this 
part of the novel. Henry is really worried about ap- 
pearance. How can he pretend to be something he 
is not—a hero? It is when the self-centered youth 
is concerned with the difficulty of fabricating a lie 
effective enough to account for his disappearance 
that his full name is given for the first time by the 
author. The young soldier mentions it in appre- 
hension of the name, “Henry Fleming,” becoming 
a synonym for coward. Names and appearances are 
his only concern. 
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Henry Fleming’s actions must be judged by the 
standards of war. While he is planning his lie (a 
sin, from a normal ethical viewpoint), fate, in the 
form of a hysterical soldier who clubs Henry out 
of the way, provides the wound that not only pre- 
serves the appearance of his integrity but also opens 
the way for his attainment of genuine honor. It is 
ironic, even cynical, for war to help Henry after he 
has broken the rules, and for the coward to pass as 
a hero. Two other points must be kept in mind, 
however. Crane constantly refers to his hero as “the 
youth,” and despite his transgressions, Henry is still 
an innocent fumbling for the correct path, not a 
hardened sinner. Furthermore, he does not receive 
his wound in flight, but in the performance of an 
act of courage! Henry is struck down (by a cow- 
ard) while inarticulately striving “to make a rally- 
ing speech, to sing a battle hymn.” He is in a po- 
sition to suffer such a wound because he has 
originally fled from his regiment, but he is going 
against the current of retreating infantry, towards 
the battle, when he gains the red badge. The wound, 
then, may be seen as the result of heroism, not cow- 
ardice, and the irony is vitiated. Henry has escaped 
from his nightmare of weakness before he is 
wounded. His own efforts have proved him not 
completely unworthy of the saving grace granted 
him by the fate of war. 


The wounded Henry is again part of the fel- 
lowship of armed men. “The owner of the cheery 
voice,” who plays Mr. Strongheart in Henry’s 
progress, guides the dazed youth through the for- 
est wasteland back to the regiment. The gratuitous 
support of the cheery man is in direct contrast to 
Henry’s earlier refusal to accompany the tattered 
man. The first twelve chapters of the novel come 
to an end with Henry outlined in the reflection of 
his regiment’s campfires. The return to the com- 
pany, which in war fiction has stood for home- 
coming from Kipling’s “The Man Who Was” to 
Jones’s From Here to Eternity, marks the comple- 
tion of Henry Fleming’s isolation and the start of 
the conquest of glory for himself and the regiment. 


The hero of Crane’s war novel has not yet 
learned what the author is in a later story to call 
“virtue in war.” His relief at the arrival back into 
the “low-arched hall” of the forest (a suggestion 
perhaps of the mead hall of the Old English epics, 
the symbol of the fellowship of strong warriors) is 
intense. He views the sleeping company with com- 
placency because to all appearances he is one of 
them, since he performed his mistakes in the dark. 
In the second part of the novel Henry will come to 
understand war and his own nature. For the pre- 
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sent, 1t is enough to go to sleep with his fellows. 
“He gave a long sigh, snuggled down into his blan- 
ket, and in a moment was like his comrades.” 


Source: Eric Solomon, “The Structure of The Red Badge 
of Courage, in Modern Fiction Studies, Autumn, 1959, pp. 
220-34. 
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cellorsville, which is the setting of The Red Badge of 
Courage 


David Madden and Peggy Bach, Classics of Civil War Fic- 
tion, University Press of Mississippi, 1991. 
James Cox’s essay on The Red Badge of Courage 
places it in the context of other Civil War novels such 
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The Red Badge of Courage 


as Mary Johnston’s The Long Roll, Ellen Glasgow’s Contains thirty-two reviews of The Red Badge of 
The Battle-Ground, and John Peale Bishop’s Many Courage from 1894 through 1898, showing the crit- 
Thousands Gone. ical reception of Crane’s work in America and Eng- 


land. While some critics were slow to recognize 

Crane’s genius, others were able to see it instantly, 
Richard M. Weatherford, editor, Stephen Crane: The Criti- and to relate it to the Impressionism movement that 
cal Heritage, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973. was dominating the art world at that time. 


Volume #4 


Seize the Day 


Saul Bellow 
1956 





27 6 


Bellow’s fourth novel, Seize the Day was published 
as a novella in 1956 in a volume that also included 
three short stories—“A Father-to-Be,” “Looking 
for Mr. Green,” and “The Gonzaga Manuscripts” — 
and a play, The Wrecker. Considered by many crit- 
ics to be Bellow’s finest work of fiction, the novella 
was immediately singled out from among its com- 
panion pieces as a major work. The powerful im- 
pact of Seize the Day comes from its tightly con- 
structed plot; from Bellow’s ability to control 
effectively in a concentrated form such enormous 
themes as victimization, alienation, and human 
connection; and from his creation of Tommy Wil- 
helm, one of his most moving protagonists. 


Bellow’s work before Seize the Day had at- 
tracted the attention of readers and critics, but he 
was particularly praised for his achievement in this 
fourth novel, which Baker says “demonstrates his 
attainment of full artistic maturity.” Seize the Day 
deals with themes familiar to readers of Bellow’s 
fiction, such as that of the father-son relationship, 
yet in this novella the concentrated structure en- 
abled Bellow to render this theme more intensely. 


At the heart of the action in Seize the Day, 
Tommy Wilhelm’s relationship with his father re- 
volves around Tommy’s neediness and his father’s 
disapproval of him. Tommy’s problems with his fa- 
ther feed yet another theme of the novel and of Bel- 
low’s fiction in general: alienation from oneself and 
from humanity. Tommy feels cut off not only from 
his father and from the rest of his family—his sis- 
ter, his dead mother, his estranged wife and their 
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two sons—but he also feels alienated from himself 
апа from everyone he meets. Bellow’s ability to 
reat weighty themes in Seize the Day, while mak- 
ing Tommy Wilhelm a pitiable yet sympathetic 
character, explains the success of ifs novella: it is 
capable of seizing Doth the reader’s mind and heart. 





Author Biography 


Saul Bellow ts recognized as one of the mast 
important Amencan writers of the twentieth cen- 
tury. The youngest of four children, Bellow was 
born in 1915 to Russian immigrant parents in La- 
chine, Quebec, Canada, 2 suburb of Montreal. Bel- 
low’s father, Abraham, nad come to Canada from 
Russia just two years before his youngest child was 
bom. While living in Montreal, Bellow learned 
English, Hebrew, Yiddish, and French. He lived 
with his family in Montreal's Jewish ghetto until 
the family moved to Chicago when he was nine. 


Bellow spent a great deal of time in libraries 
as a child, as he loved to read. His family strug- 
gled with financial difficulties during his youth. His 
father wanted Bellow to go into a lucrative profes- 
sion such as law or medicine, and his mother 
wanted him to become a scholar of Jewish law and 
tradition. Instead, Bellow chose to study anthro- 
pology and sociology—the sciences of man and of 
society—and to become a writer and a teacher of 
writing. Bellow’s writing came to reflect his cho- 
sen educational focus, as his work examines large 
themes such as the value of existence and the ways 
that people relate to each other. 


While the themes he explores in his fiction are 
universal, Bellow’s fiction is informed by his Russ- 
ian and Jewish background and by his wide read- 
ing in American and European literature, as well 
as by his familiarity with the modern urban land- 
scape. His heroes—Tommy Wilhelm, for exam- 
ple—are typically thinking men, Jewish urban- 
dwellers who are in search of meaning in the world. 
Bellow himself, at the time he wrote Seize the Day, 
was interested in Reichianism, a sociological- 
psychological belief system based on the thought 
of Wilhelm Reich. According to Eusebio Ro- 
dngues, Bellow’s interest in Reichianism helped to 
shape Seize the Day. 


Reichianism, says Rodrigues, revolves around 
the belief that human beings possess “a three-tiered 
character structure.” The first ter consists of 
“man’s natural sociality, his enjoyment of work, 
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and his innate capacity for love”; the second tier 
consists of “inhibited drives of greed, lust, envy, 
and sadism’; and the “outer layer is a mask of po- 
liteness, self-control, and artificial sociality.” Bel- 
low has acknowledged that during the 1950s, when 
Seize the Day was published, he and a fnend were 
involved in Reichianism, and Rodngues proposes 
that “The three layers of Tommy Wilhelm are ap- 
parent as he lives through nis tragic day.” 





Plot Summary 


Chapter I 

Saul Bellow’s Seize the Day is the story of one 
day in the life of Wilhelm Adler, a.k.a. Tommy 
Wilhelm, a man in his mid-forties who is going 
through a mid-life crisis. As the book opens he is 
standing outside of the dining room in the residen- 
tial hotel in which he lives, contemplating his trou- 
bles and working up the courage to go in to break- 
fast and face his father, who also lives in the 
Glonana Hotel. 


Wilhelm reminisces about how he left school 
twenty-five years ago im order to go to Hollywood 
to try to become 2 movie star. He had at first been 
approached by a talent scout, Maurice Venice, but 
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even after the screen test went badly and the scout 
tried to discourage him, Wilhelm decided to change 
his name to Tommy Wilhelm and go to California. 
Once there he discovered that Maurice Venice was 
himself a failure and that a recommendation from 


him was a curse. 


He nevertheless stayed in Hollywood for seven 
years, unwillingly to admit defeat. Now, twenty- 
five years later, he finds himself unemployed, 
broke, and in despair. He is separated from his wife, 
but she refuses to give him a divorce. He has in- 
vested his last money in the commodities market, 
and he fears it is all lost. And he is endlessly quar- 
reling with his father, who refuses to help Wilhelm 
and who seems to be ashamed of his son. 


Chapter 2 


Still working up the courage to face his father 
at breakfast, Wilhelm collects his mail. He has re- 
ceived a number of bills, including some from his 
wife, who wants him to pay the premiums on some 
educational insurance plans for their two boys. He 
finally goes into breakfast, where his father intro- 
duces him to an elderly man named Mr. Perls. They 
have a quarrelsome breakfast, with Dr. Adler feel- 
ing ashamed of his unemployed and slovenly son 
and Wilhelm resenting his father’s unwillingness 
to help him in any way. 


Dr. Adler presses his son to tell Mr. Perls about 
his former job as a salesman, which he lost after 
quarreling with his employers. Wilhelm is dis- 
gusted with how focused on money his father and 
Mr. Perls are. Dr. Adler and Mr. Perls begin dis- 
cussing Dr. Tamkin, another resident of the hotel 
and the man to whom Wilhelm had trusted to in- 
vest his last seven hundred dollars in the com- 
modities market. The two older men feel that 
Tamkin is a fraud and a fool, and as he listens to 
them, Wilhelm again begins to worry about his 
money. 


Chapter 3 


Mr. Perls leaves and Wilhelm and his father 
continue to argue. Wilhelm reveals how he tried to 
get a divorce so that he could marry another 
woman, Olive, but his wife continually refused to 
give him the divorce. Wilhelm recites many of his 
problems, but his father does not sympathize, feel- 
ing that everything is the result of Wilhelm’s poor 
choices and not wanting to be burdened with car- 
ing for his adult children in his last few years. His 
parting advice to Wilhelm is “Carry nobody on 
your back.” 
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Chapter 4 

After leaving the dining room, Wilhelm seeks 
out Tamkin. They head to the commodities market 
to see how their stocks have done. Wilhelm spends 
the conversation trying to figure out whether 
Tamkin is trustworthy or not. They discuss many 
philosophical matters, and Wilhelm is attracted to 
the doctor’s ideas, especially his philosophy about 
living in the present and seizing the day, but he is 
suspicious of Tamkin nonetheless. 


Chapter 5 

They arrive at the commodities market and 
take their place next to some friends of Tamkin. 
Wilhelm becomes nervous about the money, and 
when he sees that some of their shares have risen, 
he wants to sell and recover at least some of their 
lost money. Tamkin insists that they should leave 
their shares alone, and he says that Wilhelm needs 
to learn to trust and to live in the here and now. As 
Tamkin tries to show him some methods for fo- 
cusing on the here and now, Wilhelm wonders if 
the doctor is trying to hypnotize or con him. 


Chapter 6 

They go to lunch and discuss Wilhelm’s prob- 
lems with his wife and father. Wilhelm realizes that 
although Tamkin is probably a charlatan, he also 
believes that Tamkin has managed to survive for a 
long time, and he hopes that perhaps he can help 
him to survive as well. He begins to feel that he is 
“on Tamkin’s back,” trusting the other man to take 
the necessary steps for him. 


They return to the commodities market, but be- 
fore they can enter Mr. Rappaport, a very old man 
who was sitting next to them earlier, greets them. 
He demands that Wilhelm take him to the cigar 
store, and when Wilhelm protests that he wants to 
check on his commodities, Tamkin pushes him to 
go with Rappaport, insisting that he can learn a lot 
from the elderly man. When he returns from the 
cigar store Wilhelm finds that his commodities 
have dropped so far that he has lost all of his 
money. Tamkin is nowhere to be found. 


Chapter 7 

Wilhelm comes to the painful realization that 
it was he that had been carrying Tamkin on his 
back. He goes to his father to ask for help, but his 
father refuses him, yelling at him and telling him 
that he will not support his grown children. Wil- 
helm reminds him that there are other things be- 
sides money that a father can give a son, but his 
father refuses to listen. He says that he will see Wil- 
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helm dead before he will allow his son to become 
a cross for him to bear. 


Wilhelm goes in search of Tamkin. He re- 
celves an urgent message from his wife. Fearing 
that something has happened to one of his boys, he 
calls her. She is angry that he has sent her a post- 
dated check. They quarrel, and she blames him for 
the separation and for his unemployment. He re- 
solves that he will find Tamkin and at least recover 
the two hundred dollars that the doctor owed him. 
He hopes that he will be able to start again with 
Olive, the woman he wanted to marry. 


Searching for Tamkin he comes across a fu- 
neral procession, and he thinks that he sees Tamkin 
in the crowd. As he tries to get closer, he is swept 
into the church and eventually finds himself look- 
ing at the dead man in the casket. He is over- 
whelmed by grief at the death of the stranger. He 
sobs uncontrollably, and the other mourners won- 
der who he is and how he knew the deceased. Wil- 
helm only continues to sob. 


Characters 





Dr. Adler 


Tommy Wilhelm’s elderly father, Dr. Adler 
lives at the Hotel Gloriana in New York but “in an 
entirely different world from his son.” Wilhelm’s 
relationship with his father is at the center of the 
novel. Dr. Adler is a handsome, orderly, well- 
dressed man who 15 respected by all who know him. 
He has retired from his medical practice and is fi- 
nancially secure, but he refuses to lend money to 
his son, whom he continues to call by his child- 
hood name, “Wilky.” Tommy/Wilky disgusts Dr. 
Adler in his sloppiness, his emotional intensity, and 
his seeming inability to make a good decision, and 
Dr. Adler is impatient with his son’s apparent lack 
of initiative. 

When he talks about his son to friends and ac- 
quaintances, Dr. Adler builds up Wilky’s achieve- 
ments in an attempt to impress his listeners, al- 
though in truth he is not proud of his son. Although 
Tommy/Wilky pleads with his father to care for 
him—“‘I expect help!’”—Dr. Adler is unmoved. 
He tells his son that if he were to help him by giv- 
ing him money to cover his bills, it would only 
make Tommy/Wilky dependent on him. He also re- 
fuses to help his daughter, who also wants his fi- 
nancial assistance, explaining himself by declaring 
“I want nobody on my back. Get off” ” 
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Media Ш 
Adaptations G5 


° Seize the Day was adapted in 1986 as a film fea- 
turing Robin Williams, Joseph Wiseman, Jerry 
Stiller, and Glenne Headly, and with a cameo 
appearance by Bellow; this film aired on PBS 
in 1987. Directed by Fielder Cook; available on 
VHS and Laserdisc; distributed by HBO 
(Canada). 


Catherine 

Wilhelm’s younger sister, Catherine has taken 
“a professional name,” Philippa. She is a painter 
and has asked Dr. Adler for money to rent a gallery 
for an exhibition of her work, but he refuses to sup- 
port her. Neither Wilhelm nor his father thinks 
Catherine has talent. 


Dad 
See Dr. Adler 


Father 
See Dr. Adler 


Margaret 

Margaret is Tommy Wilhelm’s estranged 
wife, whom he claims is “‘killing’” him by con- 
stantly demanding money from him. Margaret will 
not divorce Wilhelm, and because she is raising 
their two boys, she refuses to get a job. Tommy 
sees Margaret as “unbending, remorselessly un- 
bending.” 


Olive 

Wilhelm’s girlfriend in Roxbury, whom he 
used to see when he was working for the Rojax 
Corporation. He wanted to marry her, but their mar- 
riage was prevented by Margaret’s refusal to di- 
vorce Wilhelm. 


Paul 

Tommy Wilhelm’s younger son, Paul, is “go- 
ing to be ten.” He calls his father a “‘hummus- 
potamus,’” or hippopotamus. 
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Mr. Perls 

Another elderly resident of the Hotel Gloriana 
and a friend of Dr. Adler’s, Mr. Perls is introduced 
to Wilhelm as having been a “hosiery wholesaler,” 
but Wilhelm perceives from his appearance that he 
has had a difficult life. His presence at breakfast 
annoys Wilhelm: he sees Perls as his father’s way 
of avoiding being alone with him. Wilhelm also de- 
spises his father’s need to impress Perls by boast- 
ing about his children’s accomplishments, particu- 
larly because neither one has been especially 
successful. Perls is eager to know the details of Wil- 
helm’s salary and position at the Rojax Corpora- 
tion, and Wilhelm is disgusted by his intense in- 
terest in money. 


Philippa 


See Catherine 


Mr. Rappaport 

Rappaport is the blind old retired chicken mer- 
chant whom Wilhelm sits near in the brokerage of- 
fice. Wilhelm envies Rappaport’s ability to remain 
calm about the fluctuating stock market; he does 
not have as much to lose as Wilhelm does. As Wil- 
helm returns to the brokerage office after leaving 
for lunch, Rappaport meets him outside and asks 
him to take him across the street to the cigar store. 
Wilhelm reluctantly agrees, as this errand delays 
his return to the market. When he does return, he 
learns he is ruined. 


Mr. Rowland 

Wilhelm sits near Mr. Rowland in the broker- 
age office as they watch the progress of their stocks. 
According to Tamkin, Rowland supports himself 
on his earnings from the stock market. This fact 
gives Wilhelm hope as he invests his last few hun- 
dred dollars. 


Rubin 

The well-dressed Rubin is “the man at the 
newsstand” in the Hotel Gloriana where Tommy 
Wilhelm lives. Wilhelm thinks of Rubin as “the 
kind of man who knew, and knew and knew.” 


Dr. Tamkin 

The mysterious Dr. Tamkin claims to be a psy- 
chologist but turns out to be a con artist: he tricks 
Tommy Wilhelm into giving him his last seven 
hundred dollars to invest while assuring Tommy 
that this investment will make him wealthy. 
Tamkin, like Wilhelm and Dr. Adler, lives at the 
Hotel Gloriana, and the men know each other 


through a nightly card game. Wilhelm’s father calls 
Tamkin “‘cunning ... an operator,’” but Wilheim 
wants to believe that Tamkin can make him rich, 
so he makes himself trust this man with “a hyp- 
notic power in his eyes.” 

Tamkin tells Wilhelm incredible stories 
about his work with his patients and insists that 
““T have to do good wherever I can.’” He pre- 
sents to Wilhelm his belief that in each human 
being “‘there are two main [souls], the real soul 
and a pretender soul.’” Essentially, he is speak- 
ing about alienation from oneself, a subject that 
resonates with Wilhelm. In spite of his philo- 
sophical revelations, Tamkin remains a mystery 
to Wilhelm, who never quite comes to trust him 
fully. When Wilhelm realizes he has been ruined 
on the stock market and can’t find Tamkin, who 
has slipped away from the brokerage office, Wil- 
helm is not completely surprised to understand at 
last that Tamkin is a fake. 


Tommy 
Tommy is Tommy Wilhelm’s 14-year-old son, 
the older of his two boys. 


Maurice Venice 

Maurice Venice is the shady talent scout who 
approached the handsome young Wilhelm Adler— 
now Tommy Wilhelm—with the idea that he 
should go out to Hollywood to try to become a star. 
Wilhelm had a warning sense that Venice 
“protested too much” about his credentials. Yet he 
made his “first great mistake” by giving in to 
Venice’s pressure, abandoning college, and going 
to Hollywood only to find when he got there that 
“a recommendation from Maurice Venice was the 
kiss of death.” 


Tommy Wilhelm 

Middle-aged, overweight, slovenly, out of 
work, estranged from his wife and arguing with his 
father, Tommy Wilhelm is the protagonist of Bel- 
low’s novel. Emotional rather than rational, Wil- 
helm tends to make bad decisions. On the day por- 
trayed in the novel, he is feeling as though all of 
his bad decisions are coming together to choke him; 
he repeatedly says things like “‘I just can’t catch 
my breath’” and that he feels “congested” and 
“about to burst.’ ” In addition to being on the verge 
of financial ruin, Wilhelm feels alone in the world. 
He has left his wife and their two sons, although 
his wife will not give him a divorce and he misses 
his sons terribly. He is estranged from his mistress, 
Olive. He does not see his only sister, his mother 


Novels Students 


for 


died years ago, and although he and his father live 
“under the same roof” of the Hotel Gloriana, his 
father does not approve of him. 


Wilhelm’s conversations with his father cen- 
ter on Wilhelm’s need for “‘help,’” but while his 
father, Dr. Adler, interprets his pleas for help as be- 
ing merely financial, Wilhelm also is asking for his 
father’s approval and some kindness. Wilhelm is, 
however, down to his last few dollars and is ex- 
tremely self-conscious about his lack of money. He 
feels bitterly that the world has “a sort of hugging 
relish” for money: “Everyone was supposed to have 
money.... They’d be ashamed not to have it.” Wil- 
helm’s inner confusion is represented in part by his 
confusion over which name is his true name: 
Wilky, his childhood name; Tommy Wilhelm, the 
name he chooses when he goes to Hollywod; or 
Velvel, the Yiddish name his old grandfather had 
called him. 


Wilky 
See Tommy Wilhelm 


Themes 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Tommy Wilhelm’s sense of estrangement not 
only from his own family but also from his ac- 
quaintances and the entire city of New York places 
the themes of alienation and loneliness at the core 
of the novel. From the novel’s opening scene, in 
which Wilhelm talks briefly with “Rubin, the man 
at the newsstand,” ıt is clear tbat these men know 
many things about each other, and yet “None of 
these could be mentioned, and the great weight of 
the unspoken left them little to talk about.” 


Wilhelm longs to connect on an emotional 
level with his father, but old Dr. Adler speaks to 
his son “with such detachment about his welfare” 
that Wilhelm, Adler’s “опе and only son, could not 
speak his mind or ease his beart to hım.” Wilhelm’ s 
sense of alienation from himself 1s represented by 
his confusion over his different names: his father 
calls him “Wilky,” his childhood name, but Wil- 
helm had chosen the name “Tommy Wilhelm,” 
dropping the name Adler, when he went to Holly- 
wood to pursue an acting career. 

When Dr. Tamkin talks to Wilhelm about his 
ideas on the soul, Wilhelm recognizes himself in 
Tamkin’s description of “two main [souls], the real 
soul and a pretender soul.” Wilhelm is “awed” by 
Tamkin’s vision: “In Tommy he saw the pretender. 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study | 


e Research middle-class mamage in the 1950s. 
What roles were married men and women ex- 
pected to play, and how successful was this 
model? 


e Investigate post-World War I trends in popular 
psychology and self-help literature. Based on 
the popularity of the literature you find, can you 
speculate as to the kinds of advice and support 
Americans were looking for? What might these 
needs tell us about American culture at the time? 


e During the years of President Eisenhower’s 
terms of office—1952 to 1960—what was the 
general view of success among the middle- 
class? What did it mean to be successful in 
1950s America? 





And even Wilky might not be himself. Might the 
name of his true soul be the one by which his old 
grandfather had called him—vVelvel?” 


Looking outside of himself and his small cir- 
cle, Wilhelm feels alienated from humanity, as rep- 
resented by New York City and its inhabitants. He 
feels that communication with others is as difficult 
as learning another language: “Every other man 
spoke a language entirely his own, which he had 
figured out by private thinking ... and this hap- 
pened over and over and over with everyone you 
met. You had to translate and translate, explain and 
explain, back and forth, and it was the punishment 
of hell itself not to understand or be understood....” 
Wilhelm has a encompassing sense that the alien- 
ation he feels is not unique to him, but that “every- 
body is outcast,” that the experience of loneliness 
is part of the human condition. 


American Dream 

The so-called “American Dream” has taken 
many shapes—streets paved with gold, a chicken 
in every pot—but the theme 1s always the same: fi- 
nancial success. Bellow looks at a dark side of this 
dream—what happens when a believer in the 
American Dream fails to succeed? Tommy Wil- 
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helm feels the pressure of the American Dream. 
Money, or the lack of it, is an irritant to Wilhelm. 
His success as a salesman for the Rojax Corpora- 
tion is in the past, and “Now he had to rethink the 


future, because of the money problem.” 


Wilhelm’s “money problem” is that he no 
longer has any—he has given his last seven hun- 
dred dollars to the dubious Tamkin to invest in 
stocks, but in the meantime he cannot pay this 
month’s rent, nor does he have any money to send 
to his estranged wife to support her and their two 
sons. Wilhelm looks around him and sees every- 
where the expectation that he should have money: 
“Holy money! Beautiful money! ... if you didn’t 
have it you were a dummy, a dummy! You had to 
excuse yourself from the face of the earth.” 


Wilhelm’s lack of income and his anxiety 
about his precarious position clearly influence his 
attitude about money and the American Dream. 
Part of this Dream is that one’s children should find 
more success in the world than one has found, and 
Wilhelm is highly aware that his father, a respected 
doctor, amassed more wealth than Wilhelm him- 
self will ever be able to do. 


Father and Son 

Wilhelm’s sense of disconnection from the 
world seems to start with his relationship with his 
father. When Wilhelm tells Tamkin about his strug- 
gles with his father, Tamkin comments, “‘It’s the 
eternal same story ... The elemental conflict of par- 
ent and child. It won’t end, ever.’” 


The theme of father and son appears in much 
of Bellow’s fiction, and in Seize the Day it drives 
much of the plot. Wilhelm, or Wilky, as his father 
calls him, cannot satisfy his father, and his father 
refuses to help Wilhelm. “‘My dad is something of 
a stranger to me, ” Wilhelm tells Tamkin, although 
he admits, ““of course I love him.’” When Wilhelm 
asks his father for help, Dr. Adler refuses “‘to take 
on new burdens,” but Wilhelm replies, “‘it isn’t 
all a question of money—there are other things a 
father can give a son.’” He pleads with Dr. Adler, 
“I expect kelp? ” but Dr. Adler seems incapable 
of giving the kind of help his son needs. 


Individual vs. Society 

A teeming, confusing New York City provides 
an appropriate setting for Tommy Wilhelm’s over- 
whelming day of alienation and ruin. Wilhelm sees 
himself as an outsider in his world. Although he 
was born and raised in this city, Wilhelm feels like 
a stranger here: “I don’t belong in New York any 
more.” New York takes on an apocalyptic quality 
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for Wilhelm when he thinks about the failure of 
communication in such a place: “New York—the 
end of the world, with its complexity and machin- 
ery, bricks and tubes, wires and stones, holes and 
heights. And was everybody crazy here?” 


Wilhelm’s deepest need is for connection, for 
the sympathetic understanding of another person. 
He feels completely alone in a city that seems to 
assault him: ““There’s too much push for me here. 
It works me up too much.’” He does have one tran- 
scendental moment of connection with humanity 
—a “blaze of love”—while passing through an un- 
derground corridor beneath Times Square: “ ... all 
of a sudden, unsought, a general love for all these 
imperfect and lurid-looking people burst out in 
Wilhelm’s breast. He loved them. One and all, he 
passionately loved them. They were his brothers 
and sisters.” 


But this romantically sweeping sense of con- 
nection does not last and in retrospect seems to Wil- 
helm to have been an arbitrary event, “only another 
one of those subway things. Like having a hard-on 
at random.” Finally, in the last moments of the 
novel, when Wilhelm weeps in a funeral parlor over 
the corpse of a stranger, he is able to move “toward 
the consummation of his heart’s ultimate need” 
when he recognizes that mortality is the bond 
among human beings. 


Success and Failure 

Tommy Wilhelm has made a series of mistakes 
and bad decisions in his life, and “through such de- 
cisions somehow his life had taken form.” Moti- 
vated by feeling or emotion rather than by rational 
thought, Wilhelm decided to go to Hollywood to 
try to become a “screen artist,” to leave the Rojax 
Corporation because his territory was being divided 
and he was not being promoted, and to give Tamkin 
the last of his money. All of these decisions, made 
in hopes of finding some kind of success, have re- 
sulted in Wilhelm’s failure. He ponders the fact that 
in the past “He had been slow to mature, and he 
had lost ground.” At the nightly gin game in which 
he often participates, Wilhelm “had never won. Not 
once.... He was tired of losing.” 


His father, in order to preserve appearances to 
his friends, emphasizes Wilhelm’s past success as 
a salesman with the Rojax Corporation when he in- 
troduces his son, but this emphasis on the past only 
serves to highlight what a failure Wilhelm is now. 
Wilhelm’s father, Dr. Adler, is considered a suc- 
cess, not only in terms of his financial attainment 
or his achievements in his field prior to his retire- 
ment, but also in terms of his character: “He was 
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idolized by everyone.” In contrast to his son, Dr. 
Adler is controlled and self-contained and is not 
ruled by his emotions but is instead rational. Wil- 
helm’s failure is connected to his lack of control 
and “style,” while his father’s success stems from 
his restraint and his ability to master appearances. 





Point of View 


The third-person, limited omniscient point of 
view in Seize the Day provides a balanced view of 
the actions of the characters while offering some 
insight into the protagonist’s mind. Thus Wilhelm 
is the central consciousness of the novel without 
being the narrator. The point of view of the novel 
recreates Wilhelm’s frantic, disorderly state of 
mind while placing Wilhelm amongst his more or- 
derly father and the rational Tamkin. A first-per- 
son narration by Wilhelm would prevent a balanced 
view of his father and other characters, as the world 
of the novel would be shaped by Wilhelm’s inter- 
nal turmoil. Yet a third-person narration that also 
accounts for Wilhelm’s thoughts enables a con- 
trolled sequence of events while creating for sym- 
pathy for the protagonist. 


Setting 

New York City plays a crucial role as the set- 
ting for Seize the Day. The city itself, huge and 
teeming with infinite forms of activity, serves as a 
backdrop to Wilhelm’s confusion and sense of iso- 
lation, but it also inhabits Wilhelm’s imagination 
as a force that presses upon his soul and chokes 
him. The swarming sidewalks of New York help 
to create Wilhelm’s sense that communication with 
others is impossible: he sees there “the great, great 
crowd, the inexhaustible current of millions of 
every race and kind pouring out, pressing round, of 
every age, of every genius, possessors of every hu- 
man secret ... in every face the refinement of one 
particular motive or essence.” Wilhelm feels out of 
place in the city and prefers the country, his mem- 
ories of which soothe his mind. 


Wilhelm’s home in the city, a rented room at 
The Hotel Gloriana, reflects his transient status in 
New York. In addition, “most of the guests at the 
Hotel ... were past the age of retirement,” and “a 
great part of New York’s vast population of old 
men and women” lives in the neighborhood of the 
hotel. Thus Wilhelm, only forty-four himself, is liv- 
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ing like an elderly person, which is indicative of 


his sense that his life is essentially over. 


Images/Imagery 

Images of water and drowning permeate Seize 
the Day, reflecting Wilhelm’s feeling that he is 
choking and suffocating. From the opening para- 
graph, in which Wilhelm rides the elevator that 
“sank and sank,” and eventually reaches the lobby 
where the carpet “billowed toward [his] feet,” Bel- 
low presents a series of images that suggest water 
and its potential threat. Wilhelm’s father presses 
his son to stop taking so many pills and to try hy- 
drotherapy—““Simple water has a calming ef- 
fect’”—but Wilhelm’s response is “‘I thought ... 
that the water cure was for lunatics.’” 


Wilhelm connects images of death by water 
with his sense of personal ruin: “The waters of the 
earth are going to roll over me.” Ominously, 
Tamkin tells Wilhelm that his wife drowned, a sus- 
pected suicide, and Tamkin insists that for Wilhelm 
to understand the process of investing he had to 
take a risk: ““To know how it feels to be a seaweed 
you have to get in the water.’ ” In the final moments 
of the novel, as Wilhelm is overwhelmed by emo- 
tion at the funeral of a stranger, he hears the “heavy, 
sea-like music” and “[sinks] deeper than sorrow,” 
seemingly about to drown in his own tears. 


Anti-hero 

While a hero is traditionally a fortunate indi- 
vidual of superhuman power or spirit, an anti-hero 
is by definition the opposite of a hero and is thus 
a person who is neither strong nor purposeful. An 
anti-hero may be portrayed as having little control 
over events, seeming aimless or confused, or as be- 
ing out of step with society. Tommy Wilhelm is an 
anti-hero. He seems to drift through his life, mak- 
ing poor decisions that remove him farther and far- 
ther from his family and friends, and he feels like 
an outsider in the city of his birth. He is down on 
his luck in Seize the Day, but his bad luck is con- 
nected to the “great mistakes” he has made through- 
out his life. 


Catharsis 

Catharsis is a release of built-up emotion, and 
the classical definition of catharsis involves a com- 
bination of terror and pity in that release. As the 
images of Wilhelm’s growing frustration and des- 
peration mount, the novel creates a sense that some- 
thing has to give before Wilhelm, in his own words, 
“bursts” or “chokes.” In the final moments of the 
novel, the realization of his utter financial ruin 
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dawns upon Wilhelm. He sees at the same time that 
Tamkin, whom he had trusted and had looked up 
to as a kind of spintua) advisor, has betrayed his 
trust. Thus two main threads of the novel—WiJ- 
helm’s fears about his financial instability and his 
intense desire for human connectuion—have simul- 
taneously and devastaungly come to a head. 


As Wilhelm goes into the street, blindly 
searching for Tamkin, he goes into a funeral par- 
tor, where he suddeniy finds himself beside the cof- 
fin of a stranger. In Wilhelm’s thoughts as he gazes 
upon the corpse's face—“A man—another human 
creature ... What’ll ] do? I'm stripped and kicked 
out.... Oh, Father, what do ] ask of you? What'll I 
do about the kids—Tommy, Paul? My children” — 
all of his fears and feelings of isolation coalesce. 
He breaks down, “past words, past reason, past co- 
herence.... The source of ali tears had suddenly 
sprung open within him.” This moment, when Wil- 
helm sinks “deeper than somow”' and cnes “with 
all his heart” 15 the catharsis of the novel. 


Historical Context 





Middle-Class Family Life and Suburbia 
in the 1950s 

In the wake of World War II, middle-class life 
in the 1950s was relatively peaceful, though it was 
dominated by cultural expectations. Middle-class 
Amencans were marrying younger and in greater 
numbers than previously, and many of these young 
married couples were moving out of the cities, 
building houses in the rapidly-expanding suburbs, 
and filling their new houses with babies. Та тоз 
cases, lhe husband went into the city to work and 
the wife stayed home and took care of the house 
and the children. 


Levillowns, developer William J. Leviut’s huge 
suburbs on Long Island and in Pennsylvania, of- 
fered uniform houses on tiny lots and became enor- 
mously popular. Other developers imitated Levitt's 
mass-production methods in hopes of cashing in on 
the appeal of such suburbs. This appeal came from 
the promise of a quiet, safe life outside of the noisy 
cilies, a hife where ore could belong to a commu- 
nity of others like oneself. Conformity in the sub- 
urbs was considered the norm. The suburbs of the 
(950s were almost exclusively inhabited by whites. 
Many suburbs dictated that their residents could not 
change their yards or the exterior of their houses 
outside of stated parameters. Rarely did elderly, 
single, homosexual, or childless couples buy homes 
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New York City street scene. 


in these new suburbs: the young white family dom- 
inated the scene. The development of the suburbs 
also fed the automobile industry, as living in the 
suburbs necessitated owning a car, and public trans- 
portation became much less popular than it had 
been. 


Away from the movie houses of the cities, fam- 
ilies living in the suburbs watched television for 
entertainment. AC the beginning of the decade, tele- 
vision was far from being the ubiquitous presence 
it quickly became. But television grew immensely 
popular in the 1950s, as more and more middle- 
class consumers purchased their own TY sets. Pop- 
ular shows included “I Love Lucy,” “Father Knows 
Best,” “The Untouchables,” and “Gunsmoke,” 
which today’s audiences can still watch in syndi- 
cation. 


Fear in the 1950s 


Fear of communists occupied the American 
imagination of the 1950s. Dunng this post-World 
War П decade, antl-communism grew out of a fear 
of Soviet aggression and led many Americans to 
point accusing fingers at one another. One of the 
most notorious finger pointers was Senator Joseph 
McCarthy, whose systematic pursuit of commu- 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


• 19505: Іп spite of a generally positive attitude 
toward capitalism, American participation in the 
stock market was not widespread, with stock 
owned by just 3.5 percent of working Ameri- 
cans in 1956. 


Today: Through Individual Retirement Ac- 
counts, mutual funds, and retirement plans, 
more Americans than ever before have money 
invested in the stock market. 


e 1950s: America popular culture—television 
shows, movies, magazines—portrayed marriage 
as essential to happiness, and within marriage, 
sex roles were strictly defined, with the husband 
as breadwinner and the wife as housekeeper and 
mother. Divorce among middle-class marriages 
was uncommon and considered a failure. 


Today: Middle-class marriage and family life 
in America depend less upon cultural expecta- 
tions and more upon what works for the indi- 
vidual family. Many middle-class married 
women work outside the home, divorce has be- 
come more common and accepted, and married 
couples often share housework, childcare, and 
other domestic duties. 


Seize the Day 


e 1950s: Because of the military, political, and 
economic triumphs of the 1940s, the U.S. 
experienced unprecedented prosperity in the 
1950s that led Americans to believe that af- 
fluence and middle-class status were a 
birthright. 


Today: Many middle-class American families 
need more than one income just to make ends 
meet. 


e 1950s: Norman Vincent Peale published his 
best-seller The Power of Positive Thinking in 
1952, promoting a way of thinking that he as- 
sured readers would give them “peace of mind, 
improved health, and a never-ceasing flow of 
energy” and would help them “modify or change 
the circumstances in which [they] now live, as- 
suming control over them rather than continu- 
ing to be directed by them.” 


Today: Best-selling authors like Stephen Covey 
(Seven Habits of Highly Effective People) and 
Richard Carlson (Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff 
and Don’t Worry, Make Money) claim to teach 
readers how to gain more satisfaction from their 
lives. 


nists in American society seized the country’s at- 
tention for the first half of the decade. 


From early 1950 to late 1954, McCarthy and 
his movement—dubbed “McCarthyism”—named 
government officials, authors and journalists, 
movie actors and directors, and many others, for 
the stated purpose of rooting out communism in 
American culture. Being named by McCarthy ru- 
ined many a career during the 1950s; for instance, 
actors were blacklisted and could not get work af- 
ter being accused of communist practices. Mc- 
Carthy was extremely popular; to a nation gripped 
by fear, he was a powerful figure. Although Mc- 
Carthy did not invent anti-communism and in fact 
shared the anti-communist watch with many oth- 
ers, he remains a symbol of the hysteria and slan- 


Volume 4 


der that characterized anti-communism in the 
1950s. 


Related to the fear of communists and com- 
munism was the dread of nuclear warfare in the 
1950s. The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
1945 had shown the world the destructiveness of 
nuclear weapons, and this knowledge, combined 
with widespread fear of the Soviet Union, left 
Americans in constant fear of being bombed. Many 
Americans chose to build atomic bomb shelters— 
underground rooms outfitted with supplies—in 
case of nuclear attack, and schoolchildren were 
drilled in what to do if a bomb were dropped on 
their cities. Such drills included such ineffective 
Strategies as “duck and cover,” which required chil- 
dren to hide under their desks and cover their heads 
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at the first warning of a nuclear attack. Living un- 
der the constant threat of the bomb created a sense 
of impending doom, but also a desire to pretend 


that everything is all right. 


Critical Overview 





When Seize the Day was published in 1956, 
critics praised the novella and maintained that it 
followed in a natural progression from Bellow’s 
first three novels, Dangling Man (1944), The Vic- 
tim (1947), and The Adventures of Augie March 
(1954). In his 1957 Chicago Review assessment of 
Seize the Day, Robert Baker wrote that Bellow in 
all of his novels “has tried to lasso the universe, to 
explore the splendid, profligate diversity of human 
experience, and to seek the ties that bind.” Baker 
found that in Seize the Day, Bellow had matured 
as an artist: “The growth and ripening of Bellow’s 
attitudes have been paralleled by the perfecting of 
his medium of expression.” 


Baker alluded in his review to the three short 
stories that accompany Seize the Day in the vol- 
ume entitled Seize the Day, but he claimed that 
“these stories do not match the brilliance of ‘Seize 
the Day,’ and so the less said about them the bet- 
ter.” Baker suggested that Bellow’s writing does 
contain flaws, particularly that he fails to “deal con- 
vincingly with women” and that “his books don’t 
end, they just stop.” However, he called Bellow 
“perhaps the major talent of the past decade.” 

Irving Malin joined Baker in his praise of Seize 
the Day. In Malin’s 1969 book Saul Bellow’s Fic- 
tion, Malin called Seize the Day a “‘blest nou- 
velle,’” or blessed novel. He asserted in his book, 
a study of Bellow’s fiction through Herzog (1964), 
that Seize the Day was “Bellow’s greatest achieve- 
ment.” Harry T. Moore, in his preface to Malin’s 
book, called Seize the Day and The Victim “two of 
the finest novels to come out of America since 
World War II.” Malin’s assessment of Bellow in 
general was that he was “probably the most im- 
portant living American novelist”; Malin’s judg- 
ment was based on his belief that Bellow’s work 
was “mature, human, [and] imaginative.” 


Robert R. Dutton in his book Saul Bellow 
(1971) discussed Seize the Day mainly in terms of 
the theme of the novel’s sources, the father-son re- 
lationship between Tommy Wilhelm and Dr. Adler, 
Dr. Tamkin as a “Contemporary Witch-doctor,” 
and the novel’s water and drowning imagery. Al- 
though Dutton acknowledged that it is difficult for 
critics to make “definitive judgments” about con- 


temporary American literature, he admitted that 
“Bellow’s novels represent the contemporary 
American novel at its best,” adding that this judg- 
ment came not only from literary critics but also 
from more popular sources such as newspaper book 
reviews and weekly news magazines. In attempt- 
ing to make a distinction between Bellow and his 
fellow American novelists, Dutton asserted that “In 
each of [Bellow’s] novels he finds the human spirit 
to be quietly triumphant, quietly able to sustain it- 
self in an alien and unfriendly world.” 
Superlatives have often been used to describe 
Bellow’s work. Brigitte Scheer-Schazler in her 
1972 study of Bellow’s fiction, Saul Bellow, de- 
voted her introduction in part to discussing Bel- 
low’s critical reputation. She describes him as 
“America’s most important living novelist,” “a 
“contemporary classic,’” and asserts that “no con- 
temporary American novelist equals Bellow in the 
precision, wit, and elegance of his style.” Scheer- 
Schazler noted that Seize the Day “contains ele- 
ments that are familiar from former works.” She 
focused on “the open and closed forms of Bellow’s 
novels and his vacillating between tight and loose 
modes of language,” placing Seize the Day in what 
she called the “‘restrained’ category.” This tension 
in Bellow’s fiction between what Scheer-Schazler 
called “emotional intensity” and “artistic control” 
represents “two diverging aspects of his talent.” 


In his introduction to Critical Essays on Saul 
Bellow (1979), which he edited, Stanley Trachten- 
berg wrote that in the early part of his career “Bel- 
low reflected the interests of a new generation” that 
had come of age during the Depression and World 
War II. Trachtenberg saw Bellow as having “aban- 
doned the ironic mode of alienation adopted by the 
modernists in favor of a moral judgment that 
emerged from the attempt to allow ideas a dramatic 
expression.” In other words, Trachtenberg sug- 
gested, Bellow examined “the look and feel of 
things” in order to “establish the importance of ac- 
tion.” 

Eusebio Rodrigues nodded to the philosophi- 
cal underpinnings of Seize the Day in his 1979 ar- 
ticle “Reichianism in Seize the Day.” In this arti- 
cle, Rodrigues discussed Bellow’s early interest in 
the thought of Wilhelm Reich, “who combined the 
insights of a sociologist with those of a psycholo- 
gist, [insisting] ... that the vast majority of human 
beings suffer from ... inner tensions generated by 
the conflict between natural human demands and 
the brutal pressures exerted by the world.” Ro- 
drigues stated that in Seize the Day, “Tommy Wil- 
helm is a dramatic illustration of how human char- 
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acter structure is molded and distorted by a society 
that is patriarchal, death-dealing, money-oriented 
and barren.” 


Criticism 


Donna Woodford 

Woodford is a doctoral candidate at Wash- 
ington University and has written for a wide vari- 
ety of academic journals and educational publish- 
ers. In the following essay, she discusses Wilhelm’s 
struggle to understand his connection with others 
in Seize the Day. 


Seize the Day is the story of one day, or more 
precisely the daylight hours of one day, in the life 
of Tommy Wilhelm, formerly Wilhelm Adler. In 
his mid-forties, unemployed, separated from his 
wife and children, and at odds with his father, Wil- 
helm feels alienated and alone in the world. His 
story is, as critics have often noted, a search for 
self, but it is also a search for connection with oth- 
ers. Ironically, he will only truly understand him- 
self and feel connected to others when he comes to 
the full realization of how alone he really is, and 
how isolated all people truly are. 


Throughout the book, Wilhelm is surrounded 
by the aged and dying, a fact that emphasizes his 
own feelings of isolation. Though only in his mid- 
forties, he is living in the Hotel Gloriana where 
“most of the guests ... were past the age of retire- 
ment,” which makes him feel “out of place.” At the 
commodities brokerage he is similarly surrounded 
by the aged: “Wilhelm sat between Mr. Rowland, 
who was elderly, and Mr. Rappaport, who was very 
old.” Moreover his elderly companions are not wise 
old men who can father him and guide him; they 
are, rather, desperate, dying men, as helpless and 
alone as he is. Mr. Perls, the elderly breakfast com- 
panion of Wilhelm and his father, is dying of a pro- 
gressive bone disease, and Mr. Rappaport is “nearly 
blind,” and unable to go to the cigar store or even 
to see the price of the commodities without Wil- 
helm’s help. 


Only at the end of the book will Wilhelm rec- 
ognize that death is his only true connection to 
other people. Prior to the last scene he sees it only 
as one more form of alienation, and he is unable or 
unwilling to sympathize with the dying all around 
him. The sight of Mr. Rappaport, who needs and 
relies on him, stimulates not compassion, but rather 
impatience and resentment in Wilhelm: 
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He barely crawls along, thought Wilhelm. His pants 
are dropping off because he hasn’t got enough flesh 
for them to stick to. He’s almost blind, and covered 
with spots, but this old man still makes money in the 
market. Is loaded with dough, probably. And I bet he 
doesn’t give his children any. Some of them must be 
in their fifties. This is what keeps middle-aged men 
as children. He’s master over the dough. Think—just 
think! Who controls everything? Old men of this 
type. Without needs. They don’t need therefore they 
have. I need, therefore I don’t have. That would be 
too easy. 


Even when faced with an acute example of an- 
other man’s need, the pathetic and dependent Mr. 
Rappaport, Wilhelm is incapable of sympathy. Fo- 
cused only on his own need for money, he sees the 
overtly needy Mr. Rappaport as “without needs.” 
He fails to recognize Mr. Rappaport’s need for a 
guide and escort and instead focuses only on the 
old man’s money and perceived power. Signifi- 
cantly, he also projects his anger at his own father 
onto the elderly man, assuming that all wealthy, dy- 
ing men are selfish, ungenerous fathers. He does 
not recognize, even for a second, that he himself is 
being ungenerous in his refusal to offer the dying 
man his sympathy and respect. 


It is significant that Wilhelm immediately sees 
Mr. Rappaport as a father unwilling to share with 
his children, since Wilhelm’s troubled relationship 
with his own father is at the heart of his feelings 
of isolation and abandonment. Wilhelm sees his fa- 
ther as cold and distant, and he resents his father’s 
cold and rational way of interacting with him: “He 
behaved toward his son as he had formerly done 
toward his patients, and it was a great grief to Wil- 
helm; it was almost too much to bear. Couldn’t he 
see—couldn’t he feel? Had he lost his family 
sense?” 


Dr. Adler, of course, is cold and distant. He 
prides himself on being independent and on refus- 
ing to let anyone depend on him, and he advises 
his son to do likewise: “I want nobody on my back. 
Get off! And I give you the same advice, Wilky. 
Carry nobody on your back.” Even when his son 
comes to him desperate for help, he refuses to 
budge from his rule of not lending money to his 
children. Wilhelm’s plaintive suggestion that “it is- 
n’t all a question of money—there are other things 
a father can give to a son” only annoys his father 
more. Dr. Adler resists any suggestion that he 
should support his son, financially or emotionally, 
and when Wilhelm suggests that this means his fa- 
ther is “not a kind man,” Dr. Adler explodes in 
rage: ““You want to make yourself into my cross. 
But I am not going to pick up a cross. I'll see you 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


¢ Bellow’s first novel, Dangling Man (1944), is 
written as the diary of the 27-year-old protago- 
nist, Joseph, who is left “dangling” as he waits 
to hear at any moment about his induction into 
the army. Dangling Man is often discussed as a 
stylistic predecessor of Seize the Day. 


¢ The Victim (1947), Bellow’s second novel, also 
anticipates Seize the Day stylistically; both are 
controlled, well-constructed narratives. The Vic- 
tim tells the story of Asa Leventhal, a New York 
magazine editor, and his conflict with Kirby All- 
bee, a troubled former acquaintance who reen- 
ters his life for the purpose of settling old scores. 


+ The Adventures of Augie March (1953) repre- 
sented a change in style and tone for Bellow. 
Narrator and protagonist Augie March recounts 
the sprawling story of his life, a series of ad- 
ventures, during which he shows that he is dri- 
ven by a hunger for experience but possesses no 
desire to put down roots. 


¢ Bellow’s 1959 novel Henderson the Rain King 
portrays the adventures of restless and dissatis- 
fied millionaire Eugene Henderson as he leaves 
behind his chaotic life in America in quest of 
spiritual fulfillment in Africa. 


• In Herzog, published in 1964, Bellow depicts 
his protagonist, Moses Herzog, as a man who ts 
both innocent and romantic about the world, but 





who continually bumps up against the harsh re- 
alities of his life. 


¢ In The Fifties: The Way We Really Were (1977), 
authors Douglas T. Miller and Marion Nowak 
set out to dispel the popular myths about the 
1950s as a decade of universal tranquility and 
complacency. The authors claim that “the im- 
age of that decade conveyed by current nostal- 
gia is badly distorted.” 


• Тһе Lonely Crowd (1950) by David Riesman 
represents a significant piece of social criticism 
of the 1950s. In this widely-read book, Riesman 
presents his theory that the American character 
had changed from being “inner directed” to 
“other directed,” meaning that Americans no 
longer were guided by an inner sense of nght 
and wrong but instead found their values out- 
side of themselves and felt compelled to con- 
form to the “crowd.” 


e The Organization Man (1956) by William 
Hollingsworth Whyte, Jr. looks at the 1950s 
evolution of the work ethic in America into “a 
belief in the group as a source of creativity; [and] 
a belief in “belongingness’ as the ultimate need 
of the individual.” Whyte’s book, like Ries- 
man’s, traced a move away from traditional 
American self-reliance toward a reliance on the 
group and a need to belong. 


dead, Wilky, by Christ, before I let you do that to 
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But while Dr. Adler is far from an ideal and 
loving father, the failed relationship is not entirely 
his fault. If Dr. Adler is an ungenerous father, Wil- 
helm is a self-centered son. He mourns his father’s 
impending death not for his father’s sake, but for 
his own: “When he dies, I'll be robbed, like. I'l] 
have no more father.” Just as he saw only his own 
needs and not Mr. Rappaport’s, so he sees his fa- 
ther’s death as a loss for himself and not for his fa- 
ther. He notes that he will be robbed of a father, 


but he does not consider that his father will be 
robbed of life. Wilhelm is, with his father as with 
others, unable or unwilling to sympathize. He 
thinks only of how their lives and deaths impact 
him. 

His frustration with and isolation from his fa- 
ther lead Wilhelm to search for another father in 
Tamkin. He admits this substitution to himself 
when he thinks, “I wouldn’t turn to Tamkin ... if 
I could turn to him. At least Tamkin sympathizes 
with me and tries to give a hand, whereas Dad does- 
n’t want to be disturbed.” 


Novels Students 


for 


Once again, however, Wilhelm’s mistake is in 
focusing too much on himself and his own needs. So 
wrapped up is he in his own need for advice, sym- 
pathy, and support, that he readily accepts Tamkin’s 
apparent attempts to help him, assuming them to be 
trustworthy and sincere. Focused, as usual, on his 
own needs he fails to consider that Tamkin might 
have needs of his own which he is using the desper- 
ate Wilhelm to achieve. He is so anxious to make 
some money in the commodities market, and, at the 
same time, so hungry for connection with another hu- 
man, that he accepts Tamkin’s offers of help at face 
value. He does not question the fact that Tamkin puts 
less money into the investment, while maintaining all 
of the control of their joint venture. Nor does he re- 
alize that Tamkin continually tricks him into paying 
the bill for their meals. Even when he finally admits 
to himself that Tamkin is a charlatan, he continues 
to trust him: 

Tamkin was a charlatan, and furthermore he was des- 
perate. And furthermore, Wilhelm had always known 
this about him. But he appeared to have worked it 
out at the back of his mind that Tamkin for thirty or 
forty years had gotten through many a tight place, 
that he would get through this crisis too and bring 
him, Wilhelm, to safety also. And Wilhelm realized 
that he was on Tamkin’s back. It made him feel that 
he had virtually left the ground and was riding upon 
the other man. He was in the air. It was for Tamkin 
to take the steps. 


So great is his desire to depend on someone 
else that he continues to trust Tamkin even when 
he knows him to be a con-artist, and so complete 
is his self-centered need that he cannot believe that 
an equally needy man will not help him. Though 
Wilhelm himself is seldom able to recognize 
other’s needs, he assumes that his own needs will 
be as important to others as their own. His inabil- 
ity to recognize or sympathize with the needs of 
others leads him to trust Tamkin, and after they lose 
their money in the market, Wilhelm realizes to his 
horror that it was he who was carrying Tamkin, and 
not the other way around. 


Only in the final scene of the novel is Wilhelm 
finally able to sympathize with another human be- 
ing, and then it is with a corpse: “He sobbed loudly 
and his face grew distorted and hot, and the tears 
stung his skin. A man—another human creature, 
was what first went through his thoughts.” His 
thoughts then drift to other people, and to his own 
problems, but the focus is different now. He is not 
focused on his own needs to the exclusion of oth- 
ers. He thinks of his children, his mistress, his fa- 
ther, and when his thoughts turn to himself, he is 
pondering not only what he himself needs, but also 
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what he can do for them. “Oh, Father, what do I 
ask of you: What’ll I do about the kids—Tommy, 


Paul? My children.” 


The recognition of the needs of others comes 
after he has been able to look at “a man—another 
human being” and see not his own needs, but rather 
his connection to the corpse. He, like the dead man 
in front of him, will die. That is what connects him 
not only to the man in the coffin, but also to his fa- 
ther, his sons, and all others. They all share the bur- 
den of mortality. For the first time in the book Wil- 
helm is able to truly think of others, and of his 
connection to them, rather than of how they can 
help him. He realizes at last that “his heart’s ulti- 
mate need” is to feel connected to others, and it is 
finally in his mourning for a fellow human, that he 
is able to achieve the consummation of that need. 
He has seized the day in that he has finally learned 
the lesson of that day: to recognize his connection 
to others and to sympathize with them in their 
shared suffering and mortality. 


Source: Donna Woodford, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Lee Siegel 

In the following excerpt, Siegel lambasts an 
article on Seize the Day written by Cynthia Ozick, 
accusing her of trying to turn Bellow into a “Jew- 
ish wisdom-writer.” 


The New Criterion is the Dow Jones of cul- 
tural journals, where “high” art is always gaining, 
and the touchstone of literary greatness might just 
as well be Shakespeare’s First Portfolio. Yet Cyn- 
thia Ozick’s essay on Saul Bellow’s 1956 Seize the 
Day in a recent issue (September 1995) made me 
think first not of official culture’s sour exhalations 
but of Beauty and the Beast. 


The story goes that Greta Garbo once gave a 
private screening of Jean Cocteau’s Beauty and the 
Beast in her apartment. Beauty passed through her 
ordeal, she and the newly restored prince fell into 
each other’s arms, the kingdom sprang back into 
shape. The film stopped rolling. Some seconds 
passed. Then, rising in a slow, silky pout from the 
back of the room came Garbo’s unmistakable 
voice: “Give me back my beast.” 


Give me back my Bellow, Cynthia Ozick. It’s 
bad enough that some multi-cultural commissars 
collapsed Bellow’s lifetime of fiction into one silly 
attempt at epigram-making. Bellow survived his 
collision with a speeding culture. But will he sur- 
vive Ozick? She has been stalking him for nigh 
unto twelve years, aiming to turn him into a Jew- 
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It’s bad enough that 
some multi-cultural commissars 
collapsed Bellow’'s lifetime of 
fiction into one silly attempt at 
epigram-making. Bellow survived 
his collision with a speeding 
culture. But will he survive 
Ozick? She has been stalking him 
for nigh unto twelve years, 
aiming to turn him into a Jewish 
wisdom-writer who fashions his 
fictional worlds out of the 
unchanging aspects of eternity.” 





ish wisdom-writer who fashions his fictional 
worlds out of the unchanging aspects of eternity. 
“The Eye of God.... is perhaps what [Bellow’s] in- 
tellectual fevers have always pointed to,” Ozick 
feverishly wrote in 1984. What she really seems to 
want is to build some Saul Bellow golem, a golem 
to vanquish all the enemies of her soul. 


Seize the Day’s plot is a simple one. Tommy 
Wilhelm is 44 years old, unemployed, broke and 
desperate. He is living in the same cavernous Up- 
per West Side residence hotel as his rich elderly fa- 
ther, a tightfisted retired doctor who refuses to 
throw his son the lenderest financial line. Wilhelm 
quit his well-paying job as salesman (Ozick mis- 
takenly thinks he was fired) after his boss first re- 
neged on a promise to promote him and then gave 
half of Wilhelm’s territory to a son-in-law. Before 
that, Wilhelm had dropped out of college to be- 
come an actor in Hollywood but never made it. He 
is separated from his wife, Margaret, and has two 
sons. Despite his lack of funds, Margaret is press- 
ing him for money; the fact that he can no longer 
send it is driving him nuts. And he has lost the 
woman he loves because Margaret, who detests 
him, won’t give him a divorce. 

Wilhelm entrusts his last few hundred dollars 
to a super-seductive and unstable con man named 
Tamkin, who has promised to invest it in com- 
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modities and make Wilhelm solvent again. In truth, 
Tamkin is as broke as Wilhelm and manipulates his 
prey into financing his own speculations. But the 
market disappoints, Wilhelm loses everything and 
Tamkin vanishes without paying back an additional 
$200 that Wilhelm had loaned him. At novel’s end, 
Wilhelm is sinking toward a breakdown, sped on 
by a sudden, brutal eruption from his father. Bereft 
of money, love, friends and hope, Wilhelm wan- 
ders into a stranger’s funeral where “the heavy sea- 
like music came up to his ears,” stops before the 
open coffin and begins weeping uncontrollably, 
“deeper than sorrow, through torn sobs and cries 
toward the consummation of his heart’s ultimate 
need.” The novel seems to pick you up and drop 
you, as Rilke once said about music, deep into the 
unfinished. 


Of Ozick’s dazzling tirades—against T.S. Eliot 
(anti-Semite), Isaac Babel (hung out with anti- 
Semites)—her meditation on Seize the Day has to 
be the weirdest. She starts out ... by advancing cau- 
tiously on the possibly philistine reader, her sling- 
shot loaded with “higher consciousness,” the “hu- 
man essence,” “the importance of one’s own 
depths.” These are Bellow’s themes, she warns, the 
themes of all great literature, but nobody cares 
about literature anymore. When Seize the Day first 
came out, “Ah! How to describe it?” There was 
“hunger, public hunger ... you lived by it, you ab- 
sorbed it, you took it into your system.” Now, no- 
body reacts to literature like that, nobody writes lit- 
erature like that, etc., etc. 


Then we get the weirdness. “Re-entering the 
theater of this short novel after more than forty 
years, you will find the scenery hardly altered.” Up- 
per Broadway, Ozick believes, where Seize the Day 
takes place, hasn’t changed in four decades. The 
“human essence” is immutable, you see, even if it 
can’t find a one-bedroom for under $1,200. But 
most bizarre, for Ozick the fabulously timeless 
thing about Bellow is that he “has invented a re- 
freshed phrenology ... is on to something few mod- 
erns would wish to believe in: the human head as 
characterological map.” Show me what you look 
like and I will tell you who you are. Beauty and 
the Beauty, in other words. 


With friends like Ozick, Bellow doesn’t need 
Zulus. She quoted from Seize the Day the descrip- 
tion of a minor character—the manager of a bro- 
kerage office—to prove that Bellow, this Jewish 
writer, believes in the moral equivalence of numina 
and noses. Here is the passage Ozick expropriates, 
with her ellipses: 
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“Silvery, cool, level, long-profiled, experienced, in- 
different, observant, with unshaven refinement, he 
scarcely looked at Wilhelm ... The manager’s face, 
low-colored, long-nostriled, acted as a unit of per- 
ception; his eyes merely did their reduced share. Here 
was a man ... who knew and knew and knew.” 


This 1s quite a flattering picture of a stockbro- 
ker for The New Criterion s readers—a sort of cross 
between Guicciardini and Sam Shepard. Ozick 
comments: “And about whom there is nothing fur- 
ther to know.” He is a prince of sang-froid, a duke 
of high finance, a dependable and capable man. It’s 
all in the face. 


You wouldn’t know from this characterologi- 
cal map of a human head that the broker is a Ger- 
man, and that he watches the commodities board 
from the back of the office through a pair of small 
binoculars. Or that the Jewish Wilhelm is afraid of 
this very efficient German—the full quote is: “he 
scarcely looked at Wilhelm, who trembled with 
fearful awkwardness.” We find out later that the 
broker could have disclosed to Wilhelm the truth 
about Tamkin’s lies, but he didn’t (he is a heart- 
broker). That is because in Saul Bellow’s world, to 
know and know—to be all brain and no heart— 
sucks the oxygen out of reality (see the splenetic 
Mr. Sammler’s Planet’s clement last paragraph). 
Says Wilhelm: “Everybody seems to know some- 
thing. Even fellows like Tamkin. Many people 
know what to do, but how many can do it?” 


How many can do the felling thing, he means. 
For Ozick, the con man Tamkin knows and does. 
Ozick thinks Tamkin is ultimately the savior of 
Wilhelm’s “thwarted expression of the higher con- 
sciousness,” as she puts it. Through the medium of 
a universal—of money, of all the intricate processes 
and forms of money—Tamkin becomes, for Ozick, 
“the healer of self-castigation ... a doctor to Wil- 
helm’s sorrow, a teacher of limitlessness, a snake- 
oil charlatan whose questionable bottles contain an 
ancient and legitimate cure for mortality’s anxi- 
eties: seize the day.” 


In short, a wisdom tale. The bumbling loser 
gets taught about life by a shaman of the market- 
place, a prophet of what is profitable. A lesson for 
our time. But just as important for Ozick, the 
novel’s action takes place “the day before Yom 
Kippur, the Day of Atonement, comprising the 
most solemn hours of the Jewish liturgical calen- 
dar. Old Mr. Rappoport [misspelled in The New 
Criterion'], half-blind, whom Wilhelm encounters 
at the broker’s, reminds him of his synagogue 
obligations.” It is an ancient Jewish wisdom tale. 
Tamkin, therefore, is a figure straight out of “tra- 
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ditional Jewish storytelling,” a force of “wisdom” 
or “ontology.” 

The commissars ignored all the beauty in Bel- 
low; Ozick has banished the beast. She’s got every- 
thing backward. For Ozick, Wilhelm is “hollow 
flounderer.” But Bellow compares him to Buddha 
and to Christ. For Ozick, Tamkin’s elaborate con 
“catch[es] and catch[es] Wilhelm’s heart”; it is 
“garble and gobbledygook, but with a magnetism 
that can seduce: love, truth, tragedy, the importance 
of one’s own depths.” 

Yet Tamkin is the consummate seller, and like 
demagogues and some sadists, he is a demon of em- 
pathy. He “catch[es] Wilhelm’s heart,’ not with 
wisdom, but because he knows how to play on Wil- 
helm’s paralyzing guilt and shame. He is Wilhelm’ s 
self-destroying alter ago. Tamkin has a “drooping” 
lower lip; Wilhelm has a “high upper lip.” “Yes, 
yes, he too,” says Wilhelm to himself at the novel’ s 
climax, when he realizes that Tamkin’s own suf- 
fering exactly fits Tamkin’s description of Wilhelm. 

Wilhelm himself is an angel of empathy—he 
would subscribe to Tikkun if he could. “He would 
never willingly hurt any man’s feelings,” Bellow 
tells us. But Wilhelm’s hyper-sharp sense of other 
people’s pain keeps him from standing up to those 
who try to hurt him out of their own hurt. He is on 
one level the Holy Shlemiel in the American mar- 
ketplace, a semi-satiric figure Іп Bellovian ex- 
tremis, a wholly good person faced with the inhu- 
man choice between making a killing and being 
killed.... It is the untrammeled business culture that 
throws down this choice, that deforms kindness into 
self-inflicted cruelty and offers nothing in between. 
“People come to the market to kill,” Tamkin ex- 
plains to Wilhelm. “They make a killing by fan- 
tasy.” “I don’t understand what you mean,” says 
Wilhelm. “By and by, you’ll get the dnft,” Tamkin 
ominously replies. 

A “healer of self-castigation”? An exploiter of 
self-castigation. Tamkin goes on mesmerizing Wil- 
helm with the keenest social and psychological 
truths—iron truths that he mines from Wilhelm’s 
doubts and fears and wields against him. His ad- 
vice to “seize the day” clinches Wilhelm’s decision 
to invest, and it is perverse. For Wilhelm is the only 
character in the novel who really has seized the day. 
Bellow pointedly writes that Wilhelm had “seized 
the feeling” to jump into a Hollywood career. Wil- 
helm has always seized the feeling: He dropped out 
of stifling college to search for a larger life; he left 
a rotting marriage to try to love again; he quit his 
job because his dignity had been crushed. What he 
never learned to deal with was the yellowing brick 
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road of banana peels fate has in store for people 
who follow their hearts without first calculating the 
loss or gain in social power. 


Tamkin, on the other hand, never seizes the 
day. What he seizes is Wilhelm, like an object. 
Tamkin invests, after all, in commodities, in fu- 
tures. For Bellow to use carpe diem in this novel’s 
world without bitter irony would be like Dante in- 
scribing “Our Customers Come First” over the 
gates of hell. Even more ironically, Tamkin has 
Wilhelm investing most of his money in lard. Wil- 
helm is speculating in a purely animal substance, 
the very element in human relations that is crip- 
pling him because he can’t bring himself to bite 
and scratch like everyone he comes in contact with. 
Balzac and Simmel knew, rationalizes bestiality 
into an accountant’s headache. Bellow tells us 
twice that Tamkin has “deadly” brown eyes. 


Tamkin in fact recalls old Mr. Rappaport, who 
has made his fortune in chickens. On the eve of 
Yom Kippur, these “most solemn hours of the Jew- 
ish liturgical calendar,” Wilhelm looks at this cal- 
lous and manipulative character and thinks with 
disgust of “a man who had grown rich by the mur- 
der of millions of animals ... the slaughter ... the 
blood filling the Gulf of Mexico ... the chicken 
shit, acid, burning the earth.” This is not the image 
of your average haimish kosher butcher, much less 
Ozick’s ancient Jewish conscience. No more than 
Tamkin, who has Wilhelm investing in fat of the 
ritually unclean pig, is Ozick’s disguised essence 
of ancient Jewish wisdom. 

Deep down, against the evidence of his daring 
lunges toward a more meaningful existence, Wil- 
helm accepts the evidence of the marketplace. He 
believes that because he cannot “kill” his way 
through the obstacles arrayed against him, he is an 
indecisive failure. So “seize the day” strikes his 
heart like a gong. Tamkin teaches him the “impor- 
tance of one’s own depths’”—and how. He literally 
leads the weak-willed Wilhelm to market like a 
chicken—if not a lamb—to the slaughter, and 
drowns him in Wilhelm’s own depths of self-doubt. 
As in another great work of social protest, the busi- 
ness culture in Seize the Day exacts the Death (in 
this novel, symbolic) of a Salesman—a work that 
also ends with a funeral—as the price for a human 
being’s efforts to wrestle his humanness beyond 
cash value. 

Not for Ozick. Fetishizing Seize the Day as one 
of the last expressions of the “higher consciousness” 
and the “human essence” in the Western world, she 
turns the novel on its head: Seize Your Bootstraps. 
She ends up packaging her grand abstractions into 
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neat little concepts the way Tamkin travesties the 
ancient maxim. That’s what happens when the de- 
fenders of official culture, as opposed to living, 
breathing art, do handstands on the ramparts of re- 
spectability. (Are you listening, Saul?) Yet when I 
hear the words status quo, I reach for Bellow’s best 
fiction. And for Ozick’s. And for all the “great” and 
“high” literature I can get my hands on. Because lit- 
erature is social protest simply as part of its own 1п- 
tangible motion into the material world. 


Source: Lee Siegel, “Ozick Seizes Bellow” in The Nation, 
Feb, 26, Vol. 262, No. 8, 1996, pp. 33-4. 


Cynthia Ozick 

In the following excerpt, Cynthia Ozick ex- 
plores Bellow’s Seize the Day as a link to higher 
CONSCIOUSNESS. 
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Source: Cynthia Ozick, “Saul Bellow’s Broadway” in The 
New Criterion, September, Vol. 14, No. 1, 1995, pp. 29-36. 


Bruce Bawer 

In the following excerpt, Bawer explains why 
he finds Seize the Day superior to other Bellow 
novels. 


Bellow followed his longest novel with his 
shortest. Seize the Day (1956) is Bellow’s most ad- 
mirable work of fiction—concise, cogent, and 
finely controlled. Tommy Wilhelm is in his mid- 
dle forties and is residing at the Hotel Gloriana on 
New York’s Upper West Side, which is mostly oc- 
cupied by elderly people, his physician father 
among them. Like Augie March, Tommy Wilhelm 
has energy—and it’s done him nothing but harm. 
For years he tried to be a movie actor in Holly- 
wood, but then “his ambition or delusion had 
ended,” and he became a salesman, and now—that 
pursuit having failed as well, along with his mar- 
riage—another resident of the hotel, a shady char- 
acter named Dr. Tamkin, has talked him into spec- 
ulating in the commodities market. “Seize the 
Day,” Tamkin advises. 


The books is unique among Bellow’s works. 
The setting is meticulously described, and several 
of the characters are memorably developed. Most 
remarkable of all, though, is Bellow’s restraint: 
with a few exceptions (e.g., the list of books by 
“Korzybski, Aristotle, Freud, W. H. Sheldon” in 
Dr. Tamkin’s apartment), neither the narrator nor 
any of the characters feels obliged to drop the 
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names of high-toned books and authors or to gen- 
eralize about such matters as suffering, death, free- 
dom, and the meaning of America—which are, 
nonetheless, among the themes of Seize the Day; 
and the book is all the more effective, of course, 
because of this avoidance of explicit theme-mon- 
gering. The novel’s conclusion is especially pow- 
erful: in quick succession Wilhelm discovers that 
Dr. Tamkin has swindled him, is rejected by his fa- 
ther (“Go away from me now. It’s torture for me 
to look at you, you slob!”’), and has a painful tele- 
phone conversation with his estranged wife; he then 
finds himself in “the great, great crowd” on Broad- 
way, 

the inexhaustible current of millions of every race 

and kind pouring out, pressing round, of every age, 

of every genius, possessors of every human secret, 

antique and future, in every face the refinement of 

one particular motive or essence—I labor, I spend, I 

strive, I design, I love, I cling, I uphold, I give way, 

I envy, I long, I scorn, I die, I hide, I want. 

A moment later he is in a funeral chapel, on a 
slow line filing past a coffin; the dead man’s med- 
itative look strikes him with “horror,” then “heart- 
sickness,” and then finally “sorrow,” but he cannot 
leave the corpse, and is soon crying over it, his sad- 
ness at the death of “another human creature” 
mixed with his continuing anguish over his own 
problems. It is an affecting ending, as much a re- 
minder of the ubiquity of death (and of the fact that 
life continues, in all its equivocality, pettiness, and 
pathos, in spite of death) as it is an affirmation of 
human connectedness. One of the special things 
about Seize the Day in fact, is that it seems more 
universal—less bound to its particular time and 
place, less concerned with facile social criticism, 
more sharply focused upon the eternal verittes— 
than Bellow’s other novels. Of all Bellow’s end- 
ings, moreover (which are, as a rule, notorious for 
their inconclusiveness), the ending of Seize the Day 
is the one that feels most like a coherent, satisfac- 
tory, and earned resolutions. 

Source: Bruce Bawer, “Talking Heads: The Novels of Saul 
Bellow” in Diminishing Fictions: Essays on the Modern 


American Novel and Its Critics, Graywolf Press, 1988, pp. 
194—220. 
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М. A. Klug, “Saul Bellow: The Hero in the Middle,” in Dal- 
housie Review, Vol. 56, 1976, pp. 462-78. 
Views Bellow’s work within the tradition of Ameri- 
can literature and discusses his heroes from Joseph 
in Dangling Man through Sammler in Mr. Sammler’s 
Planet. Klug believes Bellow “offers the most sus- 
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The Sound and the Fury 


The Sound and the Fury, published in 1929, was 
William Faulkner’s fourth novel and is considered 
his first masterpiece. The story is set in the fictional 
county of Yoknapatawpha that Faulkner created for 
the setting of his third novel Sartoris. Faulkner set 
fifteen of his novels and many short stories in this 
geographical location that he invented, the de- 
scriptions of which mirror the area in northern Mis- 
sissipp1 where he spent most of his life. While he 
is called a Southern writer, most critics praise this 
book and many of Faulkner’s other fictional works 
for their universal and humanistic themes. The 
book was published in the year of the great stock 
market crash on Wall Street in 1929 and sales were 
meager. Faulkner did, however, gain considerable 
critical recognition for the work. 


Before writing The Sound and the Fury, 
Faulkner found himself overly involved with the 
problem of selling his previous books to publish- 
ers. He decided to refocus his attention back on his 
writing so that he could create a finely crafted work. 
The result was The Sound and the Fury. The in- 
spiration for the novel came from one of his short 
stories, “Twilight.” He had created the character of 
Caddy in this story. In a scene where Caddy has 
climbed a pear tree to look into the window where 
her grandmother’s funeral is being held, her broth- 
ers are looking up at her and they see her muddy 
pants. Faulkner claimed he loved the character of 
Caddy so much that he felt she deserved more than 
a short story. Thus the idea for The Sound and the 
Fury was born. 
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Author Biography 


The oldest of four sons of Murry Cuthbert 
Falkner and Maud Butler Falkner, William Cuth- 
bert Falkner was born in New Albany, Mississippi, 
on September 25, 1897. (He changed the spelling 
of his name in 1918.) When he was five years old, 
his family moved to Oxford, Mississippi, where 
Faulkner would spend much of his life. Faulkner’s 
ancestors came to Amenca from Scotland during 
the eighteenth century. William Clark Falkner, his 
great-grandfather, was a source of inspiration for 
the young Faulkner. William Clark had been a 
colonel in the Civil War, built railroads, and had 
also written a popular romance in 188] called The 
White Rose of Memphis. He was murdered on the 
street by a business partner, and Faulkner re-cre- 
ated this event several times in his fiction. Faulkner 
also used his great-grandfather as the model for his 
fictional character Colonel John Sartoris in his 
1929 novel Sartoris. 


Faulkner did not complete his last year of high 
school, nor did he complete a college education, al- 
though he was admitted to the University of Mis- 
SiSsippl as a special student. He served briefly in 
the Canadian branch of the Royal Air Force dur- 
ing Worid War I after being rejected by the United 
States Army because he did not meet the weight 
and height requirements. The war ended before he 
could participate in any action, however. After the 
war he worked in vanous clencal and building jabs 
until he could establish himself as a full-time 
writer. 


Faulkner's writing career began with poems, 
some of which were published. A play he wrote 
was performed in 1921, and his first book of po- 
ems was published in 1924. In 1925 he met Sher- 
wood Anderson, best known as the author of 
Winesburg, Ohio, who influenced him to become 
a fiction writer. (The pieces he wrote dunng the pe- 
riod he spent with Anderson in New Orleans were 
collected in 1958 under the title of New Orleans 
Sketches.) Following the trend of other American 
writers, Faulkner made a six-month tour of Europe 
in 1925. On tus return to the United States, ne be- 
gan writing seriously. He produced his first novel 
in 1926 and his second in 1927. His third, Sartoris, 
in which he introduced the fictional Yoknapataw- 
pha county, was published in 1929. That year also 
saw the appearance of The Sound and the Fury, the 
work which first gained him critica] notice. In £929 
he also mamied his high-school sweetheart, Lida 
Estelle Oldham Franklin. They had two daughters, 
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one of whom died in infancy. He also helped raise 
two stepchildren. 


Except for brief periods during the early 1930s 
and early 1940s, when Faulkner went to Hollywood 
as a screenwriter and produced scripts for such 
films as To Have and Have Not and The Big Sleep, 
he spent most of his time in Oxford, Mississippi, 
writing stones and novels. In 1949, he received the 
Nobel Prize for Literature and in 1955 he received 
the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for 
A Fabie, a story of France during World War I. Al- 
ready suffering from failing health, Faulkner suf- 
fered a number of injuries caused by falls from 
horses. After being admitted to the hospital for one 
such injury, he died of a heart attack on July 6, 
1962. Faulkner produced a sizable body of work 
that includes a number of critically acclaimed mas- 
terpieces. 





ИНТИ 


April Seventh, 1928 

Set in Mississippi during the early decades of 
the twentieth century, The Sound and the Fury tells 
the tumultuous story of the Compson family’s grad- 
ual deterioration. The novel is divided into four sec- 
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tions, each told by a different narrator on a differ- 
ent date. The three Compson brothers, Benjy, 
Quentin, and Jason, each relate one of the first three 
sections while the fourth is told from an omniscient, 
third-person perspective. At the center of the novel 
is the brothers’ sister, Caddy Compson, who, as an 
adult, becomes a source of obsessive love for two 
of her brothers, and inspires savage revenge in the 
third. 

The first section is narrated by Benjy, a thirty- 
three-year-old mentally handicapped man who is 
unable to speak and doesn’t fully comprehend the 
world around him. His perceptions in the present 
are combined with memories of childhood and ado- 
lescence and, as a result, his narrative provides a 
disjointed and incomplete interpretation of events. 
In the opening scene, Benjy is standing by a fence 
near a golf course where the regularly heard cry of 
“here, caddie” is a constant reminder of the sister 
who has now married and left home. He is accom- 
panied by one of the family’s servants, Luster, who 
is trying to find the quarter he lost so he can go to 
the travelling show playing in town that night. As 
they crawl] through a broken place in the fence, 
Benjy snags himself on a nail and is immediately 
reminded of a similar experience he had with 
Caddy. From here, Benjy’s monologue continues 
to shift back and forth between the present and the 
past. 


Although the significance of many of Benjy’s 
fragmented memories is not immediately evident, 
several important incidents are revealed. What is 
most apparent is Benjy’s strong attachment to 
Caddy, who smells “like trees.” It has been almost 
eighteen years since Caddy’s wedding, yet Benjy 
continues to await her return at the fence. Besides 
her wedding day, other significant memories in- 
clude the changing of Benjy’s name from Maury, 
the image of Caddy’s muddy drawers as she climbs 
the pear tree, and an incident at the fence involv- 
ing a young school girl. 


June Second, 1910 

The novel’s second section relates Quentin’s 
final day before he commits suicide. Quentin is a 
student at Harvard but his obsessive thoughts about 
his sister’s sexuality and marriage of convenience 
to Herbert Head far outweigh any academic aspi- 
rations. Memories of past events again intrude on 
the present and, as a result, Quentin’s narration is 
not unlike Benjy’s. (The technique, where thoughts 
interrupt each other and move back and forth, is 
known as “stream-of-consciousness.”) However, 
Quentin’s intense awareness of time lends his sec- 
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tion a more coherent structure. He wakes to the 
sound of his watch, a gift from his father intended 
to help him “forget [time] now and then,” twists 
off its hands and, instead of attending his morning 
classes, prepares for his death. He packs a trunk, 
mails a letter to his father, and purchases some flat- 
iron weights. 


Quentin makes his way to the train station. 
Once out of town, Quentin goes for a walk along 
a river. He recalls his attempt to prevent Caddy 
from marrying Herbert by proposing that they and 
Benjy run away someplace where nobody knows 
them. As he is walking, Quentin encounters a lit- 
tle girl whom he addresses as “sister.” He buys the 
girl an ice cream and is attempting to help her find 
her way home when her brother suddenly appears 
and accuses Quentin of kidnapping his sister. 
Quentin is eventually cleared of the accusations and 
drives away with some friends from school. His 
thoughts, however, remain focused on Caddy. He 
reflects upon his unsuccessful attempt to confront 
Dalton Ames, the man who may have impregnated 
Caddy, and is seemingly unaware of the present 
moment when he strikes the boasting Gerald Bland 
in the car. He eventually returns to his room in town 
and makes the final preparations for his suicide. As 
he is doing so, he recalls a conversation he had with 
his father concerning his feelings for Caddy and his 
desperate attempt to prevent her marriage: 

....and he i think you are too serious to give me any 
cause for alarm you wouldn’t have felt driven to the 
expedient of telling me you had committed incest oth- 
erwise and i i wasnt lying i wasnt lying and he you 
wanted to sublimate a piece of natural human folly 
into a horror and then exorcise it with truth and i it 
was to isolate her out of the loud world so that it 
would have to flee us of necessity and then the sound 
of it would be as though it had never been and he did 
you try to make her do it and i i was afraid to i was 
afraid she might and then it wouldnt have done any 
good but if i could tell you we did it would have been 
so and then the others wouldnt be so and then the 
world would roar away and he and now this other 
you are not lying now either but you are still blind 
to what is in yourself.... you cannot bear to think that 
someday it will no longer hurt you like this now. 


Quentin then brushes his teeth, turns out the 
light, and leaves the room. It is revealed in the fol- 
lowing section that he took his own life by drown- 
ing himself. 


April Sixth, 1928 

The confusion and obsession which character- 
ize the first and second sections, respectively, be- 
come anger and brutal sarcasm in the third. Jason’s 
opening words set the tone: “Once a bitch always 
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a bitch, what I say.” He 1s referring to Caddy’s 
daughter, Quentin, who has just received a warn- 
ing from school concerning her frequent absences. 
Jason brings her to school himself and then stops 
by the post office and goes to his job at Earl’s store. 
As he 1s going through his mail, he recalls how 
Quentin was first sent to live with the family after 
Caddy was cast off by her husband. Caddy has only 
seen her daughter once since that time. After her 
father’s funeral, she paid Jason fifty dollars to see 
Quentin, and he drove by with Quentin in a car- 
riage, allowing Caddy only a glimpse of the girl. 
The first letter Jason opens is addressed to Mrs. 
Compson and contains the monthly check Caddy 
sends to support her daughter. Jason has been keep- 
ing this money for himself as compensation for the 
job he was promised by Herbert but never got. He 
replaces the checks with fakes that he burns in front 
of his mother. A second letter, addressed to 
Quentin, contains a money order for fifty dollars. 
He later pressures Quentin into signing it over to 
him without disclosing its true value. 


That afternoon, Jason catches Quentin walk- 
ing past the store with a man from the show. He 
eventually chases them down a wagon road with 
his car, but they manage to give him the slip and 
leave him stranded by deflating one of his tires. 
When he finally makes his way home, he cruelly 
teases Luster by burning free tickets to the show 
that Luster desperately wants to see. He refuses to 
sit down to dinner until Dilsey, another of the fam- 
ily’s servants, gets the entire family to join him at 
the table. Quentin and Mrs. Compson come down 
to dinner and Jason taunts his niece by making up 
a story about how, earlier that day, he lent his car 
to one of the show men so that he could pursue his 
sister's husband who was out riding with “some 
town woman.” He interrupts himself and tells his 
mother that he will continue the story later because 
he does not “like to talk about such things before 
Quentin.” 


April Eighth, 1928 

It is now Easter Sunday and, as Dilsey is serv- 
ing breakfast, Jason descends from his room and 
accuses Luster and Benjy of breaking his bedroom 
window. It is only when Dilsey goes up to wake 
Quentin that Jason figures out what has happened. 
He rushes upstairs and finds Quentin’s room empty 
and her bed undisturbed. He also discovers that the 
metal box he keeps hidden in his closet has been 
broken into. Jason calls the sheriff to report a rob- 
bery and leaves the house. A little while later, 
Dilsey, Luster, and Benjy attend a special Easter 
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service where they hear visiting preacher, Reverend 
Shegog, deliver a stirring sermon. Meanwhile, Ja- 
son has driven to Mottson, the next stop for the 
travelling show, and attempts to find Quentin and 
the twice-stolen money. However, his trip is un- 
successful and he is finally obliged to hire a man 
to bring him back home because he has a severe 
headache from a scuffle with one of the showmen. 
Upon his return to town, he crosses Luster and 
Benjy as they are approaching the town square in 
the family’s surrey. Luster swings to the “wrong” 
side of the monument and Benjy begins to shriek 
in horror. Jason hurls Luster aside, sets the surrey 
on the “right” side of the monument and sends the 
two back home. Benjy finally ends his hollering 
when he sees that “cornice and facade flowed 
smoothly once more from left to right,” and that 
“post and tree, window and doorway and signboard 
[were] each in its ordered place.” 


Characters 





Dalton Ames 

One of Caddy’s lovers who may have made 
her pregnant. In his monologue, Caddy’s brother 
Quentin remembers his failed confrontation with 
Dalton Ames over Caddy and tries to deny Ames’s 
role in Caddy’s life. 


Sheriff Anse 


Jason tries to get the sheriff to help him catch 
his niece Quentin after she robs him and runs away 
from home. The sheriff refuses to help him, saying 
he figures the money was probably not Jason’s to 
begin with. 


Maury L. Bascomb 

Mrs. Compson’s brother and an uncle to the 
Compson children. Benjy is named after Uncle 
Maury when he is born, but Mrs. Compson changes 
his name to Benjamin when she learns he is re- 
tarded. Uncle Maury appears in Benjy’s mono- 
logue, humoring his sister’s complaints. In Jason’s 
story, Uncle Maury is shown borrowing yet another 
sum of money from his sister in order to pursue a 
dubious business deal. In his “Appendix: Compson 
1699-1945,” Faulkner describes Maury as a “hand- 
some flashing swaggering workless bachelor who 
borrowed money from almost anyone.” 


Gerald Bland 


One of Quentin’s acquaintances at Harvard. He 
is spoiled by his indulgent mother, who puts on par- 
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ties for him and allows him a car. When Gerald be- 
gins boasting of his success with women, a dis- 
tracted Quentin tries to punch him. Gerald is a 
boxer, however, and bloodies Quentin without 
damage to himself. 


Charlie 


One of Caddy’s boyfriends. He appears as a 
memory in Benjy’s section. Charlie is obviously 
trying to make out with Caddy and she is pushing 
him away because Benjy is with her. 


Benjamin Compson 


Benjy is the youngest of the Compson broth- 
ers. He had orignally been named after his uncle 
Maury, but when the Compsons discover that he is 
retarded, they change his name to Benjamin. The 
first section of the book, “April Seventh, 1928,” 1s 
Benjy’s monologue. Benjy sees the world in terms 
of sights and sounds, and his narration reflects this 
emphasis. At the time of this section, Benjy is 
thirty-three years old, making him the same age as 
Jesus was when he was crucified. His brother Ja- 
son has despised him since childhood, when he de- 
stroyed the paper dolls Benjy and Caddy made. As 
head of the family, Jason has Benjy castrated when 
he makes advances to a young girl. After their 
mother dies, Jason has Benjy put into a mental hos- 
pital. 


Benjy loves his sister Caddy, and his mono- 
logue mainly consists of memories of her. Caddy 
treats him with love and affection, unlike his 
mother Caroline, a complaining, dependent woman 
who treats him as a shameful nuisance. Benjy has 
never recovered from Caddy’s leaving the family 
after her pregnancy. His thoughts reflect this loss, 
and his memories focus on Caddy’s budding sex- 
uality as if he knows this was the cause of her ex- 
ile. His positive memories of his sister include her 
“smelling like trees,” and his sad ones relate his 
bellowing whenever she shows signs of woman- 
hood—putting on perfume or sitting with a 
boyfriend. At the conclusion of the novel, Benjy 
hears a golfer call for his “caddie” and bellows his 
grief once again: “it was horror; shock; agony eye- 
less, tongueless; just sound.” Benjy can be seen as 
a personification of innocence in the novel. 


Benjy Compson 


See Benjamin Compson 
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Media 
Adaptations 





e Jerry Wald produced and Martin Ritt directed a 
film version of The Sound and the Fury in 1959. 
Jason was played by Yul Brynner and Benjy by 
Jack Warden. Margaret Leighton portrayed 
Caddy and Joanne Woodward played her daugh- 
ter, Quentin. Ethel Waters was cast in the role 
of Dilsey. Unavailable on video. 


Caddy Compson 

Caddy is the central character of the novel, 
even though none of the narration is seen through 
her eyes. In each of the three sections that repre- 
sent the internal monologues of her brothers, she is 
of primary concern to them. The reader learns about 
Caddy through each of her brothers. They are all 
involved with her, but each in a different way. To 
a large extent, the brothers’ characters are formed 
around their responses to Caddy. Benjy and 
Quentin love her in two distinct ways. Jason de- 
spises her as he does everything and everyone else. 
Caddy is the most normal of the Compson children. 
As the novel progresses and the pieces of her life 
unfold, she is seen as a young girl. She is loving 
in her relationships to Benjy and Quentin, but she 
also matures and has boyfriends. When Caddy be- 
comes pregnant by one of them (perhaps Dalton 
Ames), she does the socially correct thing and mar- 
ries another man, Herbert Head, who will be able 
to provide financially for her and her child. After 
her husband learns that her daughter is not his child, 
he turns her out. Caddy leaves her daughter, whom 
she has named after her dead brother Quentin, with 
the Compsons. She leaves the Compson home but 
sends money to support her daughter. In his ‘“Ap- 
pendix: Compson 1699-1945,” Faulkner describes 
how Caddy travelled to Mexico and Paris after a 
second divorce and was never heard from again. 
According to the author, Caddy was “doomed and 
knew it, accepted the doom without either seeking 
it or fleeing it.” 
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Jason Compson IV 

The middle son of the Compson family. After 
his brother Quentin’s suicide and the death of his 
father, Jason is the head of the family. Throughout 
the novel Jason is shown as a cold-blooded person. 
Mrs. Compson, however, sees him as the only one 
of her children with any common sense; in his “Ap- 
pendix: Compson 1699-1945,” Faulkner describes 
him as “the first sane Compson since before Cul- 
loden and (a childless bachelor) hence the last.” Ja- 
son does seem attached to the real world more than 
his other siblings. He sees the necessity of suc- 
ceeding in society, which he translates as the need 
to make money. Because of his rationality, the only 
person he fears and respects is Dilsey, the family’s 
black housekeeper—“his sworn enemy since 
birth.” 

Jason is embittered by whatever seems to get 
in his way. He resents his parents for sending his 
brother Quentin to Harvard and seems eaten up by 
jealousy. He is angry with his sister Caddy because 
he believes her promiscuity caused her divorce and 
thus his chances of getting a job in her husband’s 
bank. When Caddy leaves her daughter Quentin 
with the Compsons after her divorce, he schemes 
to keep the money Caddy sends for Quentin’s sup- 
port for himself. He further takes revenge by pre- 
venting Caddy from seeing her daughter, even 
briefly, and by treating the girl spitefully and with 
contempt. When his niece Quentin attempts to as- 
sert herself, Jason reacts cruelly and angrily. He 
finds her behavior a reflection of Caddy’s actions, 
which he believed caused his present unhappy state. 
Quentin finally rebels and steals Jason’s money and 
runs away—not just the $4000 he swindled from 
her but an additional $2800 in his own savings be- 
sides. Jason is beside himself and tries to find her 
and have her arrested. In terms of his anger, Jason 
is a man out of control, even though he is able to 
meet the practical demands of making a living. Al- 
though he is later seen as a moderately successful 
businessman, Jason is the final representation of the 
Compson family’s downfall. 


Maury Compson 


See Benjamin Compson 


Quentin Compson 

The eldest son of the Compsons. Quentin’s 
monologue, the second section of the book, takes 
place on June 2, 1910, while he is a student at Har- 
vard. It is the day Quentin decides to commit sui- 
cide and the whole monologue details the events of 
this day and the events that led up to his decision 
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to take his life. Faulkner’s themes of family pride 
and the changes wrought on an individual over time 
are played out in Quentin’s character. He cannot 
stand the changes that have taken place in his re- 
lationship with his sister Caddy, for whom he has 
incestuous feelings. He is devastated when she 
reaches sexual maturity and obsesses over her re- 
lationships with men. But as Faulkner writes in his 
“Appendix: Compson 1699-1945,” Quentin loves 
“not his sister’s body but some concept of Comp- 
son honour precariously and (he knew well) only 
temporarily supported by the minute fragile mem- 
brane of her maidenhead.” 


The notion that Quentin’s preoccupation with 
an outdated ideal of family “honor” has been much 
commented on by critics. The loss of the innocence 
that Quentin witnesses in Caddy’s “fall” is some- 
thing that he finds intolerable. He cannot accept his 
father’s reassurances that in time his pain “will no 
longer hurt like this now,” for that would make his 
pain meaningless. Unable to adjust, seeing no other 
alternative, Quentin commits suicide. As the child 
for whom the Compson parents sacrificed so much, 
his death is a terrible loss to the family. His death 
is also symbolic of the feeling of meaninglessness 
of life for the Compson family, particularly for Mr. 
Compson, who uses alcohol to blunt his sense of 
purposelessness. 


Damuddy 


The Compson children’s grandmother. In his 
narration, Benjy recalls the day of her funeral, when 
Caddy climbs up a tree to peer in a window while 
her brothers and Dilsey’s children watch her muddy 
underpants. 


Deacon 

An African-American porter at the train sta- 
tion near Harvard who hires himself out to South- 
ern students he meets at the station. He has been 
“guide mentor and friend to unnumbered crops of 
innocent and lonely freshman,” Quentin says. Dea- 
con tells Quentin that “you and me’s the same folk, 
come long and short.” This parallels Quentin’s ob- 
servation that “a nigger is not a person so much as 
a form of behaviour” and that “the best way to take 
all people, black or white, is to take them for what 
they think they are.” 


Earl 


Jason’s supervisor at the store where he works. 
He puts up with Jason’s lateness and rude talk, even 
though he suspects Jason of robbing his own 
mother, because he feels sorry for Mrs. Compson. 
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Dilsey Gibson 

The Compson housekeeper, who is seen to be 
the most positive character in the novel. Dilsey is 
the person who nurtures the Compson children, 
since both their mother and father are incapable of 
displaying love and affection. Her service to the 
family, even as she suffers from arthritis, is in stark 
contrast to Mrs. Compson’s neglect due to imag- 
ined illnesses. She is the only character that is able 
to embrace the meaning of life and accept a sense 
of family history. Her section is the fourth and fi- 
nal one and takes place on Easter Sunday, a time 
of resurrection. An inspiring sermon is an impor- 
tant part of the section and both Dilsey and Benjy, 
whom Dilsey has brought along to church, are spir- 
itually moved. Dilsey’s response, unlike Benjy’s, 
is more than an emotional one. She experiences an 
epiphany—a sudden perception of truth—and tells 
her children “I seed de beginnin, en now I sees de 
endin.” Some critics have interpreted this as a com- 
ment on the fall of the Compson family. 


Through what is often called the “Dilsey” sec- 
tion of the novel, the author’s point of view is ex- 
pressed. Faulkner handles this by telling her story 
through the third person. It is through Dilsey’s tire- 
less caring for the elder Compsons and their chil- 
dren that the author expresses his belief in the en- 
during quality of humanity. She is portrayed as a 
selfless and realistic person. She understands the 
behavior of all the children and accepts life in all 
its aspects because of a faith which flows from 
Christian love. 


Frony Gibson 

Dilsey’s daughter. When Dilsey, Benjy, and 
Frony are at church on Easter Sunday, Frony has 
to speak for her mother when Dilsey refuses to an- 
swer some youngsters who ask how she’s doing. 
Frony answers for her out of a sense of common 
courtesy. Dilsey 1s shown here to have the capac- 
ity to be somewhat scornful of others, a quality that 
has also been attributed to the author. 


Luster Gibson 

Dilsey’s grandson, whose primary function is 
as Benjy’s caretaker. As Faulkner writes in the 
“Appendix: Compson 1699-1945,” Luster is “a 
man, aged fourteen” who is “capable of the com- 
plete care and security of an idiot twice his age and 
three times his size.” He is with Benjy during the 
opening scenes of Benjy’s monologue. They pass 
the golf course where Benjy begins to cry upon 
hearing the word “caddie” called it. This reminds 
him of his sister Caddy. Luster sometimes teases 
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Benjy, but for the most part he comforts and guides 
Benjy. 


Roskus Gibson 


Dilsey’s husband. Roskus appears in Benyy’s 
monologue. Benjy sees him milking the cow in the 
barn. Roskus is critical of the Compsons in many 
ways. Among other things, he disapproves of their 
changing Benjy’s name after they realized he was 
retarded. 


T. P Gibson 


One of Dilsey’s sons, who is beginning to take 
jobs over from his ailing father Roskus. He appears 
in Benjy’s section struggling to control the horse 
Queenie when he is told to take the reins. Mrs. 
Compson is uneasy about his handling the reins 
also. When Benjy recalls Caddy’s wedding, he re- 
members his brother Quentin hitting young T.P. 
and knocking him into the pigpen. The good-na- 
tured T.P. seems to take it all in fun, and contin- 
ues his care of Benjy. Later Luster is shown tak- 
ing over similar tasks from T.P. 


Versh Gibson 


Another son of Dilsey’s. Benjy likes to go to 
Versh’s house for the smell of the fire. 


Sydney Herbert Head 


Called Herbert, he is Caddy’s fiance and later 
her husband. He turns Caddy out when he discov- 
ers that he 1s not the father of Miss Quentin. While 
he is engaged to Caddy, he has a conversation with 
her brother Quentin about cheating that illustrates 
Quentin’s rigid view of ethics and morality. 


Uncle Maury 
See Maury L. Bascomb 


Miss Quentin 

Caddy’s daughter, whose father is uncertain 
but may be Dalton Ames. When Caddy’s husband 
Herbert Head, discovers Quentin is not his, he di- 
vorces Caddy. The Compsons also disown their dis- 
graced daughter. Unable to support Quentin, Caddy 
brings her daughter home to be brought up by the 
Compsons. She leaves but sends support money for 
her daughter. Jason uses the money to save for him- 
self. When at age seventeen Quentin has had 
enough of Jason’s mistreatment, she steals the 
money from his strong box—including some of his 
own savings—and runs away. Jason attempts to 
pursue her to recover his money. He has nothing 
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but contempt for her, seeing in her a reflection of 
Caddy, whom he blames for all his troubles. 


Reverend Shegog 

The guest preacher at the Easter Sunday ser- 
vice Dilsey attends with Frony and Benjy. He is a 
fiery speaker and moves both Benjy and Dilsey to 
tears. His appearance, which is small and undis- 
tinguished, contrasts sharply with that of the regu- 
lar preacher at Diulsey’s church, who is large and 
impressive. Rev. Shegog’s sermon, which pro- 
gresses from a cold tone to a rousing, passionate 
plea, leaves Benjy rapt and Dilsey in tears. 


Shreve 

Quentin’s roommate at Harvard. He is friendly 
and concerned for Quentin’s well-being, so much 
so that Spoade teasingly calls Shreve Quentin’s 
“husband.” He is one of the two people for whom 
Quentin leaves a suicide note. 


Spoade 

One of Quentin’s friends at Harvard. He has 
“cold, quizzical eyes” and teasingly calls Shreve 
Quentin’s “husband.” Although he is Quentin’s 
friend, he is puzzled by his behavior. 


St. Louis preacher 
See Reverend Shegog 


Themes 


Time 

The themes in The Sound and the Fury are so 
closely interwoven with the characters and struc- 
ture of the novel that it is difficult to separate these 
elements. In all four sections of the novel, how- 
ever, time 15 ап important theme that Faulkner de- 
velops. The central characters of the four sections 
each cope with time in a different way. In the first 
section, Benjy’s sense of time is defective. His 
thoughts move from present to past time without 
the ability to grasp the real meaning of events. 
Benjy is free from time because he cannot under- 
stand its impact on his feelings. Quentin’s efforts 
to cope with the present are impeded by his mem- 
ories. He cannot accept the changes in his life that 
time inevitably brings. His sense of loss over the 
innocence of his childhood love of Caddy is un- 
bearable. Rather than deal with life’s changes over 
time, he puts an end to time by committing suicide. 
Jason, on the other hand, lives in time present, 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Research mental retardation and discuss the ac- 
curacy of Faulkner’s portrayal of Benjy. Com- 
pare public attitudes toward mental impairment 
and illness today to the attitudes shown in 
Faulkner’s novel. 


e Discuss the importance of Dilsey’s role in the 
novel. What do you think is Faulkner saying 
about race relations in the book and how does 
his portrayal compare with current depictions of 
African Americans in literature or the media? 


e Find information about other cultures’ attitude 
toward incest. Discuss the concept of incest as 
a taboo, and from both a moral and biological 
perspective. 


+ Compare Faulkner’s style in The Sound and the 
Fury with James Joyce’s use of the subjective 
point of view in The Dubliners or The Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man. 


around which all his actions flow. By living in time 
present, Jason reacts to events as they occur, un- 
like Quentin who acts on time past. In the last sec- 
tion of the book, Dilsey represents another view of 
time. Hers is a historical view. She embraces all of 
ber life experiences and those of the Compsons 
with a religious faith about the timelessness of life. 
Her view most closely reflects the author’s view- 
point on time. By having the novel cover four days, 
each section representing one day, Faulkner is able 
to use time to give the novel a ght framework. 


Pride 

Pride is the undoing of the Compson family. 
The loss of their property and status demoralizes 
the elder Compsons, Caroline and Jason П, the par- 
ents of Benjy, Quentin, Jason, and Caddy. Out of 
their sense of family pride and their economic and 
social decline, they turn inward. Mr. Compson 
turns to alcohol in his sense of loss. Mrs. Comp- 
son retreats to her bed and self-pity. Quentin’s con- 
cern over the family “honor” and how Caddy has 
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shamed the family lead him to kill himself. The 
younger Jason is racked with pride and it is his un- 
doing. With him it is both pride and jealousy. He 
feels cheated and feels that he deserves better. 
Caddy deceived him, he thinks, and he uses this to 
justify stealing from her. When Caddy’s daughter, 
Quentin, steals from her uncle, Jason, he is out- 
raged that he has been undone. Faulkner shows the 
tragic results of pride in the characters of these 
Compson family members. 


Love and Passion 


Natural and unnatural love among siblings, 
love between the sexes, and Christian love are 
themes that pervade The Sound and the Fury. 
Faulkner shows the love the Compson brothers 
have for Caddy. Benjy loves the care she gave him 
when they were young. When he hears the word 
“caddie” called out on the golf course, he moans 
because it sounds like her name. He misses her af- 
ter she leaves home to marry. Benjy’s love is the 
love of an innocent for someone who has shown 
him affection. Quentin’s love for his sister Caddy 
is an unnatural one. He has incestuous feelings for 
her. He is jealous of her boyfriends and denies that 
she has had lovers. He fantasizes an incestuous re- 
lationship between them, although Faulkner writes 
in his “Appendix: Compson 1699-1945” that 
Quentin “loved not the idea of the incest which he 
would not commit, but some presbyterian concept 
of its eternal punishment: he, not God, could by 
that means cast himself and his sister both into hell, 
where he could guard her forever and keep her 
forevermore intact amid the eternal fires.” Caddy, 
as she is presented through her brothers’ mono- 
logues, seems to develop in a natural way. As a 
child, she shows love toward Benjy and Quentin. 
As a young woman, she has lovers, becomes preg- 
nant, marries, and leaves home. Christian love is 
the thematic note on which the book ends. Through 
Dilsey, Faulkner presents the view of love that 
springs from religious faith, a love that endures 
pain and accepts reality. 


Sanity and Insanity 


The contrast between Benjy and Jason reflects 
a theme of sanity and insanity in The Sound and 
the Fury. An idiot who does not comprehend real- 
ity, Benjy displays a world in chaos through his 
monologue. Faulkner uses his character to explore 
the meaninglessness of sensory reactions to sounds, 
sights, and language. Quentin’s suicide also can be 
regarded as an act of insanity because it comes from 
his inability to deal with reality. Mr. Compson’s al- 


coholism can be seen as a slow suicide. It is an un- 
natural retreat from reality, as is Mrs. Compson’s 
retreat to her bed. The two characters who emerge 
as sane in the novel are Jason and Dilsey. Dilsey’s 
sanity is rooted in her total acceptance of the real- 
ities of life. Jason also deals with the here and now, 
but his sanity is perverted by his resentments. 





Structure 


Faulkner has created an unusual structure in 
The Sound and the Fury. The story takes place over 
a period of four days, each of which is seen through 
the eyes of a different character. The first part of 
the book is the monologue of Benjy on April 7, 
1928, the day before Easter. The second part of the 
book belongs to Quentin on the day of his suicide 
on June 2, 1910. Jason, the son, is the focus of the 
third section, April 6, 1928, which covers Good Fri- 
day, the day before Benjy’s monologue. The fourth 
and final section takes place on Easter Sunday, 
April 8, 1928. The story is not related by a single 
individual, but is often referred to as Dilsey’s sec- 
tion. In a fragmented way, the story of the Comp- 
son family and their tragedy is gradually pieced to- 
gether. Each section adds bits and pieces of the 
history of the Compson family. Benjy’s account 
covers a period of twenty-five years. Quentin’s 
story ends earlier than the other two brothers, since 
he has committed suicide in 1910. In this section 
the reader learns more about the family’s early re- 
lationships. Jason’s section, the third in the book, 
reveals more of the dark side of the Compson fam- 
ily. This section echoes the religious events of 
Christ’s betrayal on Good Friday. The betrayal is 
by young Quentin, who steals money from her Un- 
cle Jason and runs away from home. Dilsey’s sec- 
tion, the fourth and last, reveals Faulkner’s affir- 
mation of her enduring qualities. It is Dilsey who 
has cared for and tried to keep the family intact for 
decades. The final section contains an Easter Sun- 
day service in an African-American church. The 
church service affirms Dilsey’s acceptance of 
Christian love, an event some critics have inter- 
preted as echoing the resurrection of Christ. 


Point of View 

By dividing the story into four sections, 
Faulkner is able to present the Compson story from 
four separate points of view. As he moves from 
Benjy’s perspective to Quentin’s to Jason’s and fi- 
nally to the voice of an omniscient, third-person nar- 
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rator, the author presents the story as if it were a 
patchwork quilt. It is only when all the pieces are 
finally put together that the reader knows the tragic 
events of the Compson family and the extent of their 
decline. While this changing point of view adds to 
the complexity of the book, it also adds a depth of 
understanding to the individual characters and their 
story. Faulkner seemed to understand that 1f he told 
the story from only one point of view, he would not 
be able to delve deeply into the nature and motives 
for his characters’ behavior. When one person tells 
a story, something is always left out. When many 
tell a story, it is never quite the same story, but the 
listener or reader then becomes more involved be- 
cause he or she must think about it from those dif- 
ferent perspectives. This is the effect of reading The 
Sound and the Fury. The first three sections that fo- 
cus on the Compson brothers also explore their dis- 
tinct perceptions of their sister Caddy. In this way 
she also becomes a central character, but only as 
she is seen by others, never from her point of view. 
By writing the final section in the third person, 
Faulkner can present his overview through Dilsey. 
Her perception of the Compsons and their decline 
reflects the author’s tragic vision of the universal 
human struggle to find meaning in life. 


Interior Monologue 

Except in the last section, the narrations of The 
Sound and the Fury are interior monologues. Inte- 
rior monologues are narratives in which characters’ 
thoughts are revealed in a way that appears to be 
uncontrolled by the author. The chaotic thoughts of 
Benjy narrate the first section. He also records what 
is said around him without understanding it. 
Quentin’s inner voice relates his experiences in the 
Compson family and details his thoughts and be- 
havior on the day of his suicide. Jason’s inner voice 
relates the third part of the book. By this method, 
Faulkner lets the reader see the nature of all three 
characters without describing them. Because we 
know what these three characters are thinking, they 
are Clearly focused in the novel. Many of the other 
characters, particularly the Compson parents and 
Caddy, are less clearly drawn, because we always 
see them through the eyes of Benjy, Quentin, or Ja- 
son. Dilsey’s section is not written as an interior 
monologue and the reader sees her character from 
her behavior and her dialogue. 


Stream of Consciousness 

“Stream of consciousness” writing is designed 
to give the impression of the everchanging, spon- 
taneous, and seemingly illogical series of thoughts, 
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emotions, images, and memories that make up real- 
life thought. Faulkner was influenced by the writ- 
ings of Irish novelist James Joyce, who had devel- 
oped the use of stream of consciousness in his novel 
Ulysses. Many writers of the period, including 
Faulkner, were influenced by Joyce’s use of this 
technique. Within some of the interior monologues 
in The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner uses tech- 
niques peculiar to stream of consciousness. An ab- 
sence of punctuation and capitalization character- 
izes stream of consciousness, as well as the 
repetition of words and phrases. Changes in type, 
such as switching to italics, can also be used ef- 
fectively to portray changes in thought. While the 
writing of this book came early in his career, 
Faulkner showed a mastery of this technique. It has 
been largely abandoned by contemporary novelists, 
who still frequently use the interior monologue. 


Setting 

Although most of the action of The Sound and 
the Fury is communicated through the characters’ 
inner thoughts, their physical situation also plays a 
significant role in the novel. Faulkner created the 
fictional Mississippi county of Yoknapatawpha in 
his third novel, Sartoris, and revisited it in many of 
his subsequent works, including The Sound and the 
Fury. This setting of the South in the 1920s figures 
very prominently into the character of Quentin. He 
is holding on to an outdated ideal of the Southern 
gentleman, one who upholds the family’s honor and 
protects those in his care, especially women. His 
sister Caddy, who acts according to more liberated 
standards of behavior, forces him to realize his 
ideals cannot survive in the modern world. When 
she becomes pregnant out of wedlock, it is both a 
stain on the family honor and a sign that Quentin 
has failed to protect her. Changing ideas of race re- 
lations also figure in Quentin’s narrative, which 
takes place in the Northeast. This contrast in setting 
causes Quentin to consider the difference in race re- 
lations in the North and South. From this difference 
he gains the insight that “the best way to take all 
people, black or white, is to take them for what they 
think they are, then leave them alone.” 


Historical Context 





The Impact of the Civil War on the 
South 

The loss of the Civil War in the nineteenth cen- 
tury had a profound impact on the psyche of the 
south. The region not only lost the war, but their 
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William Faulkner (right) with jockey Eddie Arcaro at the Kentucky Derby, 1955. 


whole way of life as well. The aristocratic structure 
of slavery was destroyed when the South lost the 
war, but many of the social values remained. Whites 
still controlled the economic and social structure of 
the region. Blacks, while no longer slaves, were 
generally under the mule of white society. What 
evolved over the next hundred years in the South 
was a society where blacks were legally free, but 
socially disenfranchised from an equal education 
and equal economic opportunities. The relationship 
of the blacks to whites depicted by Faulkner in The 
Sound and the Fury reflects that social and eco- 
nomic divide. The blacks in the novel are servants 
of the Compsons. Their role as servant is expanded 
by Faulkner to that of spiritual caretaker, especialiy 
as he portrays the character of Dilsey. 

In conjunction with the South’s defeat in the 
Civil] War was the area's lessening economic im- 
fluence. During the end of the nineteenth century 
and beginning of the twentieth, industrial and man- 
ufacturing businesses came to dominate the U.S. 
economy. Agriculture, the mainstay of the South- 
em economy, was less profitable, especially for rel- 
atively small family farns. The econonuc problems 
of the South can be seen in the way Faulkner por- 
trays the Compsons. Their economic decline spans 
several generations, each one experiencing a 
greater deciine. By 1910, Jason’s father is forced 
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to sell the last of the family’s land to pay for 
Caddy's wedding and Quentin’s tuition. Jason, the 
central character of section three, is left to work in 
a local store to support the family. He reflects the 
attitude expressed by President Calvin Coolidge 
during the prosperity of the 1920s that “the busi- 
ness of America is business.” Even during the 
boom period of the 1920s, the textile industry suf- 
fered a depression. As a colton-producing region, 
the South was hurt economically. The stock mar- 
ket crash of 1929 came just as The Sound and the 
Fury tut the book market, The Great Depression 
that followed in the 1930s made it difficult for 
Faulkner to succeed economically with his writing. 


The “Lost” Generation 

A counterpoint to the bleakness that followed 
the 1929 stock market crash and the depression of 
the 1930s was the proliferation of artistic accom- 
plishments. No other period in American history 
had a generation that produced so many important 
works tn literature, music, and the aris. Beginning 
after World War I and up until World War II, Amer- 
ica saw wnters lke Faulkner, Eugene O'Neill, 
Emest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Thomas 
Wolfe, Sinclair Lewis, Dashiell Hammett, and 
Dorothy Parker emerge on the literary scene. Geor- 
gia O'Keeffe and Thomas Hart Benton were a few 
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e 1929: Black and white relations in the South 
were stratified along racial lines. Education was 
officially segregated, with facilities for black 
and white children “separate but equal.” 


Today: In the urban South, many African Amer- 
icans, as elsewhere in the United States, have 
gained economic and professional status. Poor 
blacks everywhere in America are experiencing 
poverty and poor education at record low lev- 
els. Education is supposedly integrated, but 
neighborhood racial patterns have worked 
against equalizing education. 


e 1929: While the family structure was beginning 
to disintegrate because of social changes in the 
country, most families had two parents and ex- 
tended families living close together was com- 
mon. 


Today: The two-parent “nuclear” family struc- 
ture has been shattered by high rates of divorce 
and remarriage. A relatively high percentage of 
children in the United States live in single-par- 
ent families. 


e 1929: Creativity in the arts was flourishing in 
the United States. Reading novels and short sto- 
ries was a major form of entertainment. Only a 
few writers were financially successful. 


The Sound and the Fury 


Today: Much of the literary creativity of Amer- 
icans has become channeled into team efforts 
for television sitcoms and dramatic serials. The 
novel is still a significant form of recreation, but 
the film has superseded the novel as the primary 
form for written creative expression. A few nov- 
elists write best sellers which make lots of 
money, but writers for television and movies 
generally make more money than novelists or 
short storywriters. 


¢ 1929: Illegitimate pregnancy among middle 
class women was a social disgrace that could 
lead to ostracization. 


Today: There is little stigma attached to unwed 
motherhood, at least for older women who are 
financially independent. Single women who 
want children become pregnant deliberately, ei- 
ther through artificial insemination or a rela- 
tionship they do not wish to make permanent. 


• 1929: Mental retardation was considered a curse 
and a burden that a family had to bear. Families 
felt ashamed and guilty when they had a retarded 
child. 


Today: The mentally impaired have many edu- 
cational programs and opportunities to help 
them be productive and independent. 


of the American artists who were productive dur- 
ing this period. Theaters on Broadway and other 
places were alive with new productions and Hol- 
lywood was grinding out new dramas and musicals 
every week. In December 1928 George Gershwin 
debuted his famous symphonic piece “An Ameri- 
can in Paris.” The Chicago Civic Opera building 
opened in 1929 with a 3500-seat auditorium. In 
popular music, 1929 was the year Guy Lombardo 
began his New Year’s Eve radio broadcast. Song- 
writer Hoagy Carmichael wrote his famous “Star- 
dust” in 1927, and “Georgia on My Mind” in 1930. 
America was alive with creativity. It was as if the 
economic downturn unleashed a volcano of cre- 
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ative energy that had not been seen in this country 
before—or since. This generation of young creative 
people has been called “The Lost Generation,” for 
many of their contemporaries were killed during 
the Great War (World War I), which lasted from 
1914 to 1918. The disillusionment inspired by the 
war led many creative artists to explore what it 
meant to be American in the modern world, and 
what it meant to be human. 

When Faulkner accepted the Nobel Prize in 
1950, he made a speech that became a famous state- 
ment of the modern world and the artist’s place in 
it. He spoke of the threat of physical destruction to 
the human spirit. What he expressed was the preva- 
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lent feeling of the Lost Generation that human be- 
ings had lost a sense of the meaning of life. In his 
speech, he expressed his belief that “man will not 
merely endure; he will prevail. He is immortal, not 
because he alone among creatures has an inex- 
haustible voice, but because he has a soul, a spirit 
capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance. 
The poet’s, the writer’s duty is to write about these 
things. It is his privilege to help man endure by re- 
minding him of the courage and honor and hope 
and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice 
which have been the glory of the past.” Old values 
had been shattered by the events of the first half of 
the twentieth century. It was not yet apparent what 
the new values would be. 


Critical Overview 





Critical reaction to The Sound and the Fury 
was by no means universally favorable when it first 
appeared in print in 1929, While finding the novel 
powerful and sincere, Frances Lamont Robbins, 
writing in Outlook and Independent commented 
that “the theme, dramatic and potentially moving, 
loses much of its force and clarity by being pre- 
sented, almost wholly, through subjective analysis. 
It takes a stronger hand than William Faulkner’s to 
divert the stream of consciousness into channels of 
perfect usefulness and beauty.” In the 1929 book 
On William Faulkner’s “The Sound and the Fury,” 
however, Evelyn Scott congratulated the publish- 
ers for “presenting a little known writer with the 
dignity of recognition which his talent deserves.” 
The critic called Faulkner’s book “an important 
contribution to the permanent literature of fiction.” 
“Hardly Worth While” was the title Clifton Fadi- 
man used in his 1930 review in the Nation. The 
main problem with Faulkner’s book, Fadiman felt, 
was that “the intelligent reader can grasp the newer 
literary anarchies only by an effort of analytical at- 
tention so strained that it fatigues and dulls his emo- 
tional perception.” He did praise Faulkner for his 
portrayal of Benjy, but ridiculed it as too much of 
a good thing to listen to “one hundred pages of an 
imbecile’s simplified sense perceptions and mono- 
syllabic gibberings.” Fadiman also thought Quentin 
and Jason were not interesting enough “to follow 
the ramifications of their minds and memories.” 


Since its publication, The Sound and the Fury 
has come to be recognized as one of Faulkner’s mas- 
terpieces. As I Lay Dying, Light in August, Absalom, 
Absalom!, and Go Down, Moses are his other her- 
alded novels. Faulkner has long been considered a 


major American writer and many critics regard him 
as the most important American novelist of the twen- 
tieth century. Terry Heller, in a 1991 essay in the 
Critical Survey of Long Fiction, wrote that Faulkner 
“dramatizes in most of his novels some version of 
the central problem of modern man in the West,” 
which he feels 1s an uncertainty about the meaning 
of human history. Linda W. Wagner compared 
Faulkner to Shakespeare, Dostoevski, Dickens, Mil- 
ton, and Dante for his moral point of view. Her 1981 
essay in the Dictionary of Literary Biography com- 
mends the author for his inventiveness and vigor. 
“Faulkner faces the problematic existence of the 
modern world, and he insists that human beings can 
surmount those problems,” she remarks. 

The strongest praise for The Sound and the 
Fury centers around its moral message. In “Worlds 
in Counterpoint,” Olga W. Vickery’s 1964 essay, 
the critic praises Faulkner for his structure, themes, 
and characterizations. “Out of Dilsey’s actions and 
her participation in the Easter service arise once 
more the simple verities of human life,” writes 
Vickery. “The splinters of truth presented in the first 
three sections reverberate.... [Out] of those same 
events ... come Dilsey’s triumph and her peace, 
lending significance ... to the book as a whole,” 
Vickery concludes. “The Sound and the Fury is a 
moral book,” comments Robert J. Griffin in his 
1963 essay in Essays in Modern American Litera- 
ture. He continues: “Integral to its structure is the 
depiction of four distinct ethical points of view.... 
The novel is definitely a moral book, and ultimately 
a sort of religious book,” Griffin contends. Arthur 
Mizener called the portrayal of Jason Compson, 
“Faulkner’s finest portrait of a poor white.” Con- 
tinuing in his 1967 essay in Twelve Great Ameri- 
can Novels, Mizener echoes other critics in his as- 
sessment of the novel for being “in a quiet way quite 
unlike the melodramatic religiosity of much twen- 
tieth-century literature.” It “is a religious book,” as- 
serts Mizener. After Faulkner received the Nobel 
Prize in Literature in 1949, he emerged from a pe- 
riod of obscurity. The Nobel Prize was the first of 
many other awards and his reputation grew steadily 
after receiving it. His books have been translated in 
many other languages. Few writers since William 
Shakespeare have had so much written about them. 


Criticism 





Jeffrey M. Lilburn 
In the following essay, Lilburn, a teaching as- 
sistant at the University of Western Ontario, ana- 
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lyzes how each of the novel’s narrations comes to 
focus on Caddy Compson. He notes that while a 
reader of The Sound and the Fury can only learn 
of Caddy through the observations of her family, 
interpreting her character is central to under- 
standing the novel. 


William Faulkner’s fourth novel, The Sound 
and the Fury is a haunting and sometimes bewil- 
dering novel that surprises and absorbs the reader 
each time it is read. The novel was Faulkner’s per- 
sonal favorite and, along with James Joyce’s novel 
Ulysses and T. S. Ehot’s poem The Waste Land, 1s 
generally thought to be one of the greatest works 
of literature in English of the twentieth century. The 
Sound and the Fury also signalled the beginning of 
the “major period” of Faulkner’s own literary cre- 
ativity; four of the five novels that followed—As I 
Lay Dying, Sanctuary, Light in August, and Absa- 
lom, Absalom!—are, along with The Sound and the 
Fury, often regarded as the best in Faulkner’s oeu- 
vre. Not surprisingly, the novel has received an ex- 
traordinary amount of critical analysis, much of 
which has been devoted to explaining Faulkner’s 
technical experimentations. Critics have also 
widely discussed Faulkner’s treatment of issues 
such as race, suicide, incest, time, history, and re- 
ligion. Central to any reading of the novel, how- 
ever, is the character that Faulkner claimed was his 
source for the novel—Caddy. Richard Gray has de- 
scribed Caddy as the novel’s “absent presence” and 
each of the four sections as “another attempt to 
know her.” But to the reader, Caddy remains an 
elusive mystery whose enforced silence prevents 
her from ever being known. To her three brothers, 
she is a source of obsession and irritation that can- 
not be forgotten or overcome. 


The Sound and the Fury explores the break- 
down of the familial relationships that lead to the 
Compson family’s tragic deterioration. Few read- 
ers would disagree that the family’s demise is in- 
deed tragic, but the precise reasons for the down- 
fall are still debated. David Dowling has suggested 
that the tragedy of the Compsons is that they are 
slaves to themselves and to the past. This argument 
is particularly relevant to the novel’s first two sec- 
tions. Benjy’s monologue, for example, 1s uttered 
in the present—-Easter weekend, 1928—but is 
mainly comprised of memories from his childhood 
and adolescence. Most of these memories are con- 
nected to his sister, Caddy, whose departure fol- 
lowing her marriage to Herbert Head leaves a void 
in Benjy’s life. Because Caddy was the one family 
member to provide Benjy with the nurturing love 
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« A tale of incest in the Sutpen family set in the 
South, Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936) 
features Quentin Compson as a character. 


e Truman Capote’s 1948 novel Other Voices, 
Other Rooms is the story of alienated youth set 
in the author’s usual Southern Gothic atmos- 
phere. 


e Margaret Mitchell’s Pulitzer Prize-winning ro- 
mantic novel Gone with the Wind, published in 
1936, depicts the destruction of Southern cul- 
ture during the Civil War. 


e Robert Penn Warren’s 1946 Pulitzer Prize-win- 
ning novel All the King’s Men portrays a charis- 
matic Southem politician who has been com- 
pared to the real politician Huey Long. 


e Both of Tennessee Williams’ Pulitzer Prize- 
winning plays Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955) and 
А Streetcar Named Desire (1947) depict the sex- 
ual frustration of his characters in the context of 
Southern society. 


that he needed, and because, as Margaret Bauer ob- 
serves, Mrs. Compson does little else but whine 
about being punished by God for her family’s trans- 
gressions, Caddy was more of a mother figure to 
Benjy than Mrs. Compson was. Through his mono- 
logue, which often obscures the boundaries be- 
tween present and past, Benjy reveals both a deep- 
seated attachment to a past inhabited by Caddy and 
a desperate yearning for her return. Like his com- 
panion, Luster, who is busy searching for a lost 
quarter, Benjy, too, hopes to find that which he has 
lost. 


As many cnitics have noted, Benjy’s memories 
are largely concerned with Caddy’s sexuality. His 
disapproving cries after catching Caddy and Char- 
lie on the swing provide merely one example of his 
preoccupation with his sister’s sexua] awakening. 
It is in the second section, however, that Caddy’s 
sexuality emerges as the central issue of the novel. 
Quentin is totally obsessed by the subject and, 
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throughout the morning, afternoon, and evening of 
June 2, 1910, can think of little else. His relation- 
ship with his sister is anticipated by the childhood 
scene at the branch where Caddy, ignoring 
Quentin’s protests, removes her dress in front of 
her brothers and Versh. Quentin slaps Caddy, who 
then falls on her behind and muddies her drawers. 
This highly symbolic scene prefigures Caddy’s fu- 
ture as a so-called “fallen woman” and shows 
Quentin’s futile attempts to protect his sister’s 
honor and body. Some readers also believe that the 
scene suggests Quentin’s implication in his sister’s 
later promiscuity, as well as his own incestuous 
feelings towards her. 


When Caddy reaches sexual maturity, Quentin 
is still trying to protect her but his attempts are al- 
ways unsuccessful. Just as he fails to prevent Caddy 
from taking off her dress at the branch, so he fails 
later in life when confronting Caddy’s lover, Dal- 
ton Ames. His final defeat occurs on the afternoon 
of June 2, 1910, as he is driving with Mrs. Bland 
and some friends from school. One of his friends, 
Gerald Bland, begins “blowing off” about his many 
women and Quentin, who has just been thinking 
about the humiliating incident with Caddy’s lover, 
automatically repeats the same question he had 
asked Dalton: “Did you ever have a sister?” Iron- 
ically, the beating Quentin then receives from Ger- 
ald occurs just moments after Quentin was himself 
accused of kidnapping a little girl. The girl’s 
brother, Julio, threatens to kill Quentin, thereby 
reproducing—and mocking—Quentin’s threats 
against Dalton. 


Like Benjy, Quentin is determined to main- 
tain—or rather recapture—some elusive ideal that, 
in childhood, seemed genuine and permanent. His 
need to protect his sister stems from an anachro- 
nistic sense of honor that derives from what 
Richard Gray describes as “an authoritative dis- 
course issuing out of some epic past.” That dis- 
course, Gray explains, is based on notions of gen- 
tility traditionally attached to Southern plantation 
aristocracy and gives Quentin “an instinctive sense 
of how life should be.” But unfortunately, 
Quentin’s notions of how life should be do not, 
David Dowling argues, allow women any space be- 
tween saint and sinner. As Diane Roberts explains, 
in the South, ideologies were based on hierarchies 
or oppositions; as a result, a person is defined not 
by what he or she is, but by what he or she is not. 
Mrs. Compson, for example, has a very rigid idea 
of what it means to be a lady: “I was taught that 
there is no halfway ground that a woman is either 
a lady or not.” In her eyes, Caddy occupies the sec- 


ond half of the virgin/whore pairing and is incon- 
trovertibly a “fallen woman.” 


Quentin’s section has been described as a di- 
alogue, or debate, in which he struggles to deter- 
mine the validity of these notions of honor and 
Southern ladyhood. As he wanders through the fi- 
nal day before his suicide, Quentin finds himself 
caught between his beliefs and the surfacing real- 
ization that his beliefs have no foundation. His 
main problem, Dowling and others have argued, is 
that he cannot bring himself to accept changes in 
meaning. He tries to come to terms with his sister’s 
unconventional behavior and marriage to Herbert 
but the thought, suggested to him by his father, that 
someday his despair “will no longer hurt [him] like 
this now” is intolerable to him. To acknowledge 
such a change would mean that even Caddy “was 
not quite worth despair.” It would mean that the 
“authoritative discourse” he clings to is not only 
outdated, but that it was never more than one fic- 
tion among many others. His suicide thus becomes 
symbolic of both his inability to accept the fluctu- 
ating nature of meaning and, as Kevin Railey 
shows, of the futility of attempting to “assert the 
power of a displaced class and its fading values” 
in the South of the twentieth century. 


The third section marks a drastic shift in the 
novel. Whereas Quentin struggles with his inabil- 
ity to renounce the anachronistic values discussed 
above, and wishes he could maintain the relation- 
ship he and Caddy had as children, Jason feels only 
contempt for his family and his past. He does not 
mourn Caddy’s absence like Benjy does; instead, 
Jason’s thoughts of the past are accompanied by 
feelings of resentment and rage. The only loss he 
mourns is that of the job he was promised at Her- 
bert’s bank. Jason’s pettiness is evident throughout 
his monologue, but the grudge he bears over this 
one lost opportunity is unparalleled. He believes 
that Caddy’s promiscuity deprived him of the job 
because Herbert would not have left her had her 
daughter, also named Quentin, not been born too 
early. As a result, he views his niece Quentin as 
the symbol and joint cause of his present misery 
and acts out his revenge on Caddy through her. Not 
coincidentally, Quentin is now about the same age 
Caddy was at the time of her pregnancy, and Ja- 
son’s brutal treatment of his niece may have as 
much to do with her own promiscuity as it does 
with his desire for revenge. 


It is evident that Jason enjoys tormenting his 
niece and will go well out of his way to do so. He 
spends much of the Easter weekend attempting to 
foil Quentin’s rendezvous with a man from the 
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show and often appears preoccupied by what his 
niece is wearing. Diane Roberts has argued that this 
excessive attention paid to the young girl’s body 
and boyfriend suggests “barely concealed desire.” 
She even describes Jason’s treatment of Quentin as 
“sadistic eroticism.” Jason’s own words appear to 
support this interpretation. When his mother, at- 
tempting to foster kindness towards her grand- 
daughter, reminds Jason that the girl is his “own 
flesh and blood,” his response suggests that his 
brother Quentin may not have been the only fam- 
ily member to harbor incestuous desires: “That’s 
just what I was thinking of—flesh. And a little 
blood too, if I had my way.” Whether or not Ja- 
son’s desire for revenge is mingled with a sexual 
desire for his niece’s body shall be left for the 
reader to decide. What is now finally clear, how- 
ever, is that the Compson brothers’ obsessive pre- 
occupations with female sexuality play a signifi- 
cant role in the family’s downfall. Benjy’s 
disapproving cries and Quentin’s psychological 
turmoil have become open hostility in Jason. His 
cruel treatment of both Caddy and her daughter in 
the final two sections provides what is perhaps the 
best view of the destructive forces operating within 
the Compson household. 


The final section of the novel is often referred 
to as the “Dilsey section.” But while Dilsey is one 
of the main characters of this section, her story, like 
Caddy’s, is told for her, not by her. Also, much of 
this section is again devoted to Jason and his mad 
pursuit of his niece and her money. The result is a 
jarring contrast between Dilsey’s epiphany-like ex- 
perience at the Easter service and Jason’s frustrat- 
ing failure in Mottson. Richard Gray has noted how, 
in this section, Jason’s pride, rage and isolation are 
countered by Dilsey and the Easter Day congrega- 
tion’s collective voice and “feelings of spiritual con- 
summation.” Other critics, however, have suggested 
that Dilsey’s repeated refrain following the Rev- 
erend Shegog’s moving sermon refers to the end of 
the Compson family. “I seed de beginnin, en now I 
sees de endin,” she says, seemingly foreseeing the 
Compsons’ final downfall. 


Yet, the exact fate of the Compson family re- 
mains unknown at the novel’s end. After turning 
the final page, readers may find themselves look- 
ing for something that isn’t there: the conspicu- 
ously absent “Caddy Section.” Although Faulkner 
did offer some additional information in the Comp- 
son Appendix that he wrote to accompany the pub- 
lication of The Portable Faulkner in 1946, the fact 
remains that Caddy’s voice is never heard. Why is 
Caddy the only Compson sibling who is not given 
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the opportunity to express her own story? Roberts 
reports that Faulkner thought Caddy “too beautiful 
and too moving to reduce her to telling what was 
going on” and felt it would be “more passionate” 
to represent her through the voices of others. An- 
other explanation might be found by returning to 
the scene that inspired the novel. When a young 
Caddy climbed the pear tree to look into the par- 
lor window, she demonstrated courage, adventur- 
ousness, and a willingness to defy authority. Her 
male onlookers, meanwhile, could merely stand be- 
low and watch the muddy seat of her drawers. Is it 
a coincidence then that, in this novel, Caddy re- 
mains imprisoned within the narratives of three 
brothers whose obsessions and preoccupations re- 
veal that, in a sense, they are all still fixated on 
those muddy drawers? Certainly, Caddy’s uncho- 
sen silence signifies more than the desire to make 
her seem “more passionate.” 


Source: Jeffrey M. Lilburn, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Philip Dubuisson Castille 


In the following excerpt, Castille argues that 
the character of Dilsey is more developed than 
many critics have seen her. He interprets her ac- 
tions after hearing the Reverend Shegog’s sermon 
as leading her away from the Compsons and back 
to her family, a change that reflects the Christian 
idea of redemption. 


The main action of William Faulkner’s The 
Sound and the Fury occurs during Easter Week, 
1928. Because Easter is the holiest event in the 
Christian calendar, and because the Passion Week 
serves as the book’s main organizing device, many 
readers have sensed the presence of religious 
themes in this often opaque work. But over the past 
five decades, critical interpretations have ranged 
from Christian spirituality to existential nothing- 
ness. While there has been no consensus on the 
meaning of the novel, Faulkner scholars have 
agreed over the years that the structure of The 
Sound and the Fury follows the Modernist “myth- 
ical method.” Much as the Odyssey gives form and 
sequence to Joyce’s Ulysses, episodes and images 
from the Christian Holy Week provide an external 
framework to Faulkner’s narrative. Members of the 
Compson family undergo experiences which re- 
hearse episodes from the last days of Jesus’s life. 
The four sections of the novel form four Compson 
gospels, which like the biblical originals develop 
and expand the story they retell. These parallels to 
the gospel tradition are most insistent during the 
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Sunday church service in the fourth section of The 
Sound and the Fury. By means of his powerful if 
unorthodox rendition of the Passion narrative, the 
Reverend Shegog wakens in Dilsey capacities for 
spiritual renewal. Her visionary Easter experience 
then rouses her to secular acts of rejection and af- 
firmation. 


Dilsey Gibson, the kindly and long-suffering 
domestic worker at the Compson place, is the ma- 
jor non-Compson character in The Sound and the 
Fury. A long-standing scholarly interpretation is 
that Dilsey represents a moral norm in the deca- 
dent Compson world and her actions set a standard 
of humane behavior. Opposing such a “religious” 
reading of the novel is the nihilistic view, in which 
Dilsey’s Christianity is meaningless or irrelevant. 
Both approaches tend to regard Dilsey, whether no- 
ble or absurd, as static. Few critics of The Sound 
and the Fury see her as a developing character, al- 
though some describe her at the end of the novel 
as more devoted to the Compsons. My view is that 
the novel’s fourth section, as well as the “Appen- 
dix: Compson,” suggests the opposite—that she 
turns away from the Compsons after the Easter 
Sunday service. Her conversion is religious in that 
the Reverend Shegog’s sermon revitalizes her faith 
in the Christian God. Yet her Easter experience also 
has practical consequences. Her life changes as she 
begins to distance herself from the Compsons and 
to reaffirm her membership in her African-Ameri- 
can family. 

Although she appears in the novel’s first three 
sections, Dilsey figures most importantly in the 
fourth chapter—so much so that it is frequently 
called “Dilsey’s section.” She wakes to a cold, gray 
dawn on Sunday and works to warm the tomblike 
Compson house. It is worth noting that Easter 
means nothing to the Compsons (although Dilsey 
leads the retardate Benjy Compson uncompre- 
hending to Sunday service). Her morning chores 
done, she makes the long walk to church. Dilsey, 
her daughter Frony, and her grandson Luster fol- 
low the wet streets of Jefferson, Mississippi, until 
the pavement runs out. Then they step down a dirt 
road to “a weathered church” outside town, where 
a revivalist minister from St. Louis preaches the 
Easter sermon. At first they are disappointed with 
the “shabby” little traveling minister, with his 
“monkey face” and “monkey body.” But when his 
voice glides from the “level and cold” inflections 
of a white man into African-American intonations, 
they respond warmly. 

However, the Reverend Shegog’s use of Black 
English to stir his Mississippi congregation appar- 


ently has led some readers to underestimate him as 
a thinker. His Easter sermon is an acknowledged 
masterpiece of style and showmanship, but it is also 
impressive for its artistic skill and intellectual un- 
derstanding of the Christ story. The Reverend She- 
gog reveals himself in Faulkner’s text to be a 
learned man whose unconventional exegesis com- 
bines material from Christian, Hebraic, and Near 
Eastern sources to reconstruct the Passion narra- 
tive. By advancing a renovating vision of the power 
of life over death, his homily prompts Dilsey to 
break free from the Compsons and to renounce her 
years of resignation and denial. 


The Reverend Shegog’s sermon is based on the 
Christian concept of divine love, the mainspring for 
the redemption of humankind. But at the same time 
it insists that God’s grace and forgiveness are not 
boundless. When the Last Judgment comes, the 
Almighty sternly warns, “‘I aint gwine load down 
heaven!’”’ God’s mercy and the granting of salva- 
tion are presented as inherently limited and condi- 
tional. This sermon depicts an angry God who de- 
nounces those who reject goodness and deny His 
love. In effect He says, you have murdered my in- 
nocent Son; for that, you will be destroyed. God 
the Father in heaven looks down on the cross on 
Calvary and cries in fury, “‘dey done kilt Jesus; 
dey done kilt my Son!’” In punishment for the cru- 
cifixion, God drowns the world. “O blind sinner! 
Breddren, I tells you; sistuhn, I says to you, when 
de Lawd did turn His mighty face, say, Aint gwine 
overload heaven! I can see de widowed God shet 
His do’; I sees de whelmin flood roll between; I 
sees de darkness en de death everlastin upon de 
generations.” 


As many commentators have shown, and as he 
insisted, Faulkner knew the Scriptures well; his fic- 
tion includes many biblical parallels as well as 
Christ and Adam figures, such as Joe Christmas or 
Isaac McCaslin. In The Sound and the Fury the 
Reverend Shegog does not merely repeat the well- 
known events of the Easter story. Instead, he re- 
fashions the details of the life, death, and resurrec- 
tion of Jesus to develop a mythological pattern 
consistent with the Passion narrative. 


The most significant of these scriptural re- 
arrangements occurs when the Reverend Shegog 
places the destruction of the world by water after 
the crucifixion of Christ. When Jesus dies on Cal- 
vary, His Father sends down global ruin in the form 
of a flood, an audacious reworking of the Noah- 
flood story from Hebrew Scripture. Then, amid to- 
tal devastation caused by the scourging waters, 
there arises the promise of renewal in the figure of 
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the risen Christ. The millennium arrives all of a 
sudden at the darkest hour: 


“Den, lo! Breddren! Yes, breddren! Whut I see? 
Whut I see, O sinner? I sees de resurrection en de 
light; sees de meek Jesus saying Dey kilt Me dat ye 
shall live again; I died dat dem whut sees en believes 
shall never die. Breddren, O breddren! I sees de doom 
crack en hears de golden horns shoutin down de 
glory, en de arisen dead whut got de blood and de 
ricklickshun of de Lamb!” 


In a dramatic departure from creedal ortho- 
doxy, the Reverend Shegog’s sermon abruptly as- 
serts the power of life (the resurrection of Jesus) 
precisely at the moment when the power of death 
seems all-engulfing (the destruction of the world 
by flood after the crucifixion). While this account 
revises the orthodox Passion narrative, it has a 
mythic or poetic logic which recalls the classical 
literary form of the elegy. In “a rebound as sudden 
as that in ‘Lycidas,’ [the Reverend Shegog] makes 
the typical elegiac turn from universal despair to 
universal comfort and joy” [according to Richard 
P. Adams in Faulkner: Myth and Motion]. This an- 
cient pre-Christian parabola of death and resurrec- 
tion gives the Reverend Shegog’s sermon its for- 
mal structure: borrowing from elegiac tradition, the 
Reverend Shegog alternates death images (such as 
the total darkness caused by the flood) with rebirth 
images (such as the breaking dawn heralded by the 
resurrected Jesus). 


In addition to form, his resounding sermon re- 
calls pre-Christian religious ritual and belief, which 
Faulkner had studied in the twenties.... In The 
Golden Bough [James] Frazer documents that the 
Christian Easter story is not unique in world reli- 
gion. Instead, it draws upon the widespread Near 
Eastern springtime practice of worshipping “dying 
and reviving gods,” from which the elegiac poetic 
tradition springs.... 


My point is that Frazer’s theory of mythology 
and his comparative approach to religion seem to 
inform Faulkner’s technique in section four of The 
Sound and the Fury. In the Reverend Shegog’s ser- 
mon, Faulkner employs the idiomatic language of 
twentieth-century Southern Afro-Christianity, 
which he knew first-hand, to dramatize anew the 
ancient mystery of springtime resurrection, which 
he read about in Frazer. 


Consistent with nature cult imagery, the Rev- 
erend Shegog’s sermon portrays the Holy Land be- 
fore the redemption as a dark estate, steeped in mis- 
ery. The suffering falls hardest on mothers and 
children. The Reverend Shegog depicts a terrified 
Mary as she tries to shield her baby Jesus from the 
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Roman death squads: “ ‘Mary jump up, sees de so- 
jer face: We gwine to kill! We gwine to kill! We 
gwine to kill yo little Jesus!’” Under the nightmare 
of oppression and deprivation, the country groans 
with “ ‘de weepin en de lamentation’ ” as “ ‘de long, 
cold years rolls away!” Then the scene shifts to 
the evil hour on Calvary. The mourning women 
keen their “‘evening lamentations’ ” as the apoca- 
lyptic darkness falls and the world sinks beneath 
the all-destroying flood. But when Jesus rises from 
the grave on Easter, golden cornets on high sound 
a new anthem of victory and freedom to mark His 
glorious return to the regenerated earth. 


666 


The Reverend Shegog’s revisions to the Pas- 
sion story serve to strengthen its message that 
God’s life-giving love can redeem the past from 
apparently total defeat. Amid circumstances of 
overwhelming desolation, the redemptive force of 
His grace remains a present reality. The pattern of 
death and rebirth which shapes his rendition of the 
resurrection implies the immediate possibility of 
self-transcendence. “‘I sees it, breddren! I sees hit. 
Sees de blastin, blindin sight,’” shouts the Rev- 
erend Shegog. His verbs are all in the present tense, 
signifying that the past is transfigured and time be- 
gins again. Existence is no longer a curse or af- 
fliction but a means of revelation and transforma- 
tion.. 


In The Sound and the Fury [Faulkner] brings 
his “Passion Week of the heart” metaphor to ful- 
fillment in the Easter service. According to the 
Reverend Shegog’s sermon, the evil past can be im- 
mediately redeemed and all things made new again 
under the auspices of the resurrection of Jesus. That 
is, the mystery of rebirth calls upon us personally 
to rise up from deep hurt and hopelessness and to 
start over. But for those who lack vision in spring, 
who shut their eyes and harden their hearts, no sal- 
vation is possible. 


The Reverend Shegog’s jarring retelling of the 
Passion narrative, with its double emphasis on the 
power and the limits of love, leaves Dilsey pro- 
foundly moved. As light falls through the “dingy 
windows” of the church, she sits bolt upright, awed 
by a great sense of discovery, and cries 
unashamedly. There is no evidence that anyone else 
is deeply affected by the homily, although it is well 
received by the congregation. Frony is embarrassed 
by her mother’s open emotionalism; she has not 
herself been touched. “‘Whyn’t you quit dat, 
mammy?” she hisses, “‘Wid all dese people 
lookin.’ ” Luster is plainly unmoved. As the crowd 
drifts away, nothing in the text suggests that 
Dilsey’s spiritual awakening is shared. The church- 
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goers chat “easily again group to group” on their 
way home, much as they did before the service. But 
Dilsey, silent and weeping, has been granted an 
epiphany. Suddenly, winter has ended. The morn- 
ing clouds part under “the bright noon” as she pro- 
claims to Frony, “‘I seed de beginnin, en now I 
sees de endin,’” with emphasis on the word now. 
According to the theologian Gabriel Vahanian [in 
Wait without Idols, 1964], Dilsey seems to mean 
that “the fullness of time is a possibility even within 
time. Eternity does not ‘begin’ after time; it hap- 
pens within time. The resurrection does not take 
place after one’s physical death; it is the only ex- 
perience by which here and now the human reality 
can be transfigured, by which man can become that 
which he is not; it is the possibility of authentic ex- 
istence.” 

The consequences of Dilsey’s Easter conver- 
sion occur in distinct phases. In the first phase 
Dilsey gives up her long and fruitless effort to 
“save” the Compsons from themselves. Through 
her participation in the death and rebirth cycle 
traced by the Reverend Shegog, she is able to lay 
her past bare and see it truly. She perceives that the 
thankless devotion she has given the Compsons has 
been wasted because no love can reach them. She 
comes to understand that the Compsons are beyond 
salvation, beyond even help, because God has 
turned “ ‘His mighty face’” and “ ‘shet His до”” (о 
them for their cruelty and hatred. 

Charged with this revelation, Dilsey immedi- 
ately evidences a new attitude and purpose. As she 
and her companions walk home from the church, 
Dilsey chides her grandson, “‘You tend to your 
business en let de white folks tend to deir’n.’” This 
reflects a sharp alteration from her previous con- 
cern about Compson matters and her long struggle 
to bind them together. When Luster tries to pique 
her curiosity with hints of Miss Quentin’s intrigues, 
Dilsey shows no interest; she no longer wants to 
know about Miss Quentin. Nor does she care to try 
further to protect Miss Quentin from her Uncle Ja- 
son or her grandmother. With the past at her back, 
she approaches the Compson place and looks at 
“the square, paintless house with its rotting por- 
tico,” the first time in the novel that the house takes 
on a detailed, objective reality. This description 
suggests that, like the crumbling mansion they in- 
habit, the Compsons are beyond renovation, and 
Dilsey now knows it. As a result of the Reverend 
Shegog’s sermon, she foresees the end of the 
Compson line. 


Although at basis Dilsey’s act is a renuncia- 
tion, it includes an important affirmation. Years 


earlier her husband Roskus had warned her that 
nothing but bad fortune would come from remain- 
ing on the Compson place. But she had ignored him 
and pursued the illusion of preserving the Comp- 
sons as a family by lavishing them with her com- 
passion. In the second phase of Dilsey’s Easter con- 
version, she realizes that her years of service to the 
Compsons have drawn her away from Roskus and 
her children. She gains a new perspective on her 
own family and moves toward reunion with them. 


Dilsey eventually will leave Mississippi to re- 
assume her matriarchal role in the Gibson family. 
This breakthrough apparently occurs in 1933, when 
Jason sells the moldering Compson house and is 
“able to free himself forever ... from the Negro 
woman.” The dispersal of the Compsons—antici- 
pated by Miss Quentin’s departure on Easter Sun- 
day, 1928—is now complete: Mrs. Compson is 
dead, Benjy is in an asylum, and Jason is a “child- 
less bachelor” whose twisted sexual urges are grat- 
ified only by prostitutes. Dilsey calls upon Frony, 
who has moved to St. Louis with her husband, a 
railroad porter. Frony goes “back to Memphis to 
make a home for her mother since Dilsey refused 
to go further than that.” Averting the doom of the 
Compsons, Dilsey renews her lapsed family ties 
and puts the barren past behind her.... 


In summary, before Dilsey participates in the 
1928 Easter service, she shares the doom of the 
Compsons. But the Reverend Shegog’s sermon 
reinvigorates her belief in redemption. After hear- 
ing him preach, she attains a transforming vision, 
one which has spiritual as well as secular conse- 
quences. Her hope for salvation is rekindled as she 
is reminded that the Passion of Jesus is an imma- 
nent reality. In temporal terms, her “‘ricklickshun 
of de Lamb’” leads her to remember that despite 
everything, the future still lies open before her. She 
undergoes a conversion which allows her to break 
free from the morbid past represented by the Comp- 
sons. She perceives that they are a dying family in 
a rotting house, and that her integrity as a woman, 
wife, and mother has been undermined by her use- 
less devotion to them. Like the fed-up God of the 
Reverend Shegog’s sermon, she resolves to leave 
them to the extinction that awaits. In time she redi- 
rects her life toward reunion with her own family. 

However, as Cleanth Brooks cautioned nearly 
thirty years ago [in William Faulkner: The Yokna- 
patawpha Country, 1963] Faulkner makes no claim 
in The Sound and the Fury for Christianity, “one 
way or the other.” Faulkner’s religious beliefs, par- 
ticularly in the early phase of his career, remain 
ambiguous. When Faulkner uses Christian imagery 
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and narrative, they are organizational devices; they 
are not devotional. He always subjects religion or 
mythology to his artistic purposes. He does not re- 
linquish control to the legends or their authority. 


My feeling is that The Sound and the Fury uses 
its persistent Christian analogues not to evangelize 
but to stir the human need for hope and renewal. 
From Frazer, Faulkner found that he could appro- 
priate the lore of Christianity without endorsing its 
creed. The Reverend Shegog’s Easter sermon in 
section four of the novel sounds a triumphant note 
of affirmation which draws upon Christian doctrine 
without submitting to it. His homily, delivered to 
Dilsey and the reader, draws us by means of its un- 
orthodox rendition of the Easter story into a sym- 
bolic recapitulation of the death-and-rebirth pat- 
tern. Using the comparative methodology of The 
Golden Bough, Faulkner has the Reverend Shegog 
revise the Christian Passion by fusing several an- 
cient religious traditions. This technique universal- 
izes the message of his sermon and emphasizes that 
the human longing for salvation is not contained 
by any single doctrine or tradition. As Frazer 
stressed, all springtime ceremonies on behalf of 
dead and risen deities are periodic efforts to restore 
a necessary faith in the future. 


Christianity served Faulkner’s artistic needs by 
providing him with a formal tradition to shape 
Dilsey’s conversion experience. By means of his 
“Passion Week of the heart” metaphor, he sought 
to convey the message that redemption means be- 
ing vulnerable to the saving moment, when time 
falls away and life starts again. Like Christ and 
many other dying and reviving deities—as well as 
their celebrants—Dilsey is reborn in spring. Chris- 
tianity, as a religion of incarnation which stresses 
the transforming presence of the divine in the hu- 
man, provides the specific context for Dilsey’s de- 
liverance. Her Easter conversion miraculously ele- 
vates her to an incommunicable vision of heavenly 
salvation. But it also leads her to forge a new sec- 
ular identity independent of the Compsons and to 
recover an enduring family heritage of her own. 


Source: Philip Dubuisson Castille, “Dilsey’s Easter Con- 
version in Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury,” in Studies 
in the Novel, Vol. 24, No. 4, winter, 1992, pp. 423-33. 


John L. Longley Jr. 


In the following excerpt, Longley states that 
the novel is about “the death of a family and the 
corresponding decay of a society,” and explores 
how the character of Caddy is central to the ac- 
tions of all three of her brothers. 
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The subject-matter [of Faulkner’s The Sound 
and the Fury] is the death of a family and the cor- 
responding decay of a society. More narrowly, the 
novel is about the various Compson’ s—parents and 
children, brothers and sisters—and how they are 
able or not able to love each other, and how the 
failure of love destroys them all. The central focus 
is the beautiful and doomed Candace Compson. We 
never see her full-face or hear her speak in her own 
persona. She lives for us only in the tortured and 
highly subjective recollection of her three brothers: 
Benjy, the congenital idiot; Quentin, the moral ab- 
Stractionist and suicide; Jason, the sociopath who 
lives only for money (“who to me represented pure 
evil. He’s the most vicious character in my opin- 
ion I ever thought of.””) These recollections form 
the first three sections of the novel. They are fol- 
lowed by Section Four, describing the events of 
Easter Sunday, 1928. This part belongs mainly to 
Dilsey, but is told from an outside, third-person 
point of view, magnificently distanced and con- 
trolled.... 


If the dominant theme of the novel is love— 
love between members of the family, and how they 
are able or not able to give that love freely—then 
the accidents of time and place [of the setting] fade 
in importance. The evil that the Compson children 
experience is conventional enough. Much of it is 
not evil at all, but simply the heartbreak of loss of 
innocence and the inevitable corruption that comes 
with growing up. There are evil characters in the 
book—Jason, certainly. But there are others who 
are merely weak, irresponsible, and self-serving, 
like the whining hypochondriac Caroline Compson 
and her brother Maury. Most of these people, what- 
ever their pretentions, are examples of love defec- 
tive or love perverted. Only three persons in the 
novel are able to give pure, whole-hearted, un- 
selfish love: Caddy, Mr. Compson, and of course 
Dilsey. There are many scenes of love and affec- 
tion between the children and their father, and with 
each other when they were younger.... 


Caddy’s tragedy is that she will never find any- 
one commensurate with her own capacity to love: 
not father, mother, brothers or lover. Again, it is 
her misfortune to be born in the wrong age. The 
general moral climate of rural, southern, Victorian 
America—a religious atmosphere of morbid 
Calvinism gone decadent—can view Caddy’s ten- 
tative sexual experience only as the ultimate hor- 
ror. She has loved her father as a child and as a 
young woman. She has defended Benjy from Ja- 
son, and treats him always as if he were no differ- 
ent from other children. She is especially close to 
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Quentin in childhood and adolescence, until his 


morbid obsession with her chastity drives them 
apart. 


At the point in her life when she is old enough 
to turn away from father and brother, and begin 
courtship, she finds she has nowhere to turn. There 
is literally no one to help her, certainly not among 
the jellybeans and town squirts of her adolescence. 
When she meets a man in Dalton Ames, she does 
not know how to resist him. Ames is the ultimate 
macho: handsome, powerful, violent, and totally 
amoral. When Quentin confronts him, and orders 
him to leave town, Ames is able to subdue him Hit- 
erally with one hand. 


Foreshadowing the fate of her daughter, Caddy 
is driven to nymphomania by the hysterical pos- 
turings of her mother and the increasing pressure 
from Quentin. When Caddy was about fourteen, 
she was caught kissing a town boy. For three days 
Caroline Compson walks around the house wear- 
ing a black veil and declaring her daughter is dead. 
She attempts to spy on Caddy’s movements, until 
Mr. Compson forbids it. 


Already pregnant, Caddy accompanies her 
mother to the spa at French Lick. She returns, en- 
gaged to marry Herbert Head. One may only imag- 
ine the emotional process she has gone through; the 
forces that have pushed her into marriage with 
someone like Head, a man who has been expelled 
from Harvard for cheating at cards and on exami- 
nations. He is vulgar, loud, and falsely hearty. On 
Caddy’s wedding day, T. P. finds the champagne 
for the reception stored in the basement, begins 
drinking it and giving it to Benjy. Benjy begins to 
bellow, and the result is pandemonium. 


When Head discovers Caddy is pregnant, he 
divorces her. When her daughter is born, Caddy 
names her Quentin, for the brother who is now dead 
by his own hand. Mrs. Compson agrees that the 
family will take the child and raise it. With the 
weight of community mores heavily on her side, 
together with her own hysterics, she is able to im- 
pose these conditions: 1) Caddy shall never enter 
the house again; 2) never see her child again; 3) 
her name shall never be mentioned to the child. 


Occasionally, Mr. Compson will violate this 
heartless pact by letting Caddy into the house to 
see her baby. After he is dead, Jason is the re- 
maining competent male Compson, and he enforces 
the pact even more brutally, including the episode 
of the hundred dollars and the momentary look at 
the baby. After Quentin reaches adolescence, takes 
Jason’s accumulated money, and runs away with 


the showman, Caddy’s last viable link with the 
Compson house is gone. We have one more 
glimpse of her in a picture magazine, as the mis- 
tress of a Nazi Stabsgeneral. The librarian believes 
the woman in the picture is Caddy; Jason does not. 
Dilsey will not say. Perhaps it is; perhaps not. 


This, in brief, is the life of Candace Compson. 
Whatever else, that life is the central definitive 
presence in the lives of her brothers. She is an ob- 
session with each of them, but in different ways.... 


Benjy loved three things: firelight, his sister 
Caddy, and the pasture that was sold to pay for 
Quentin’s year at Harvard and Caddy’s fancy wed- 
ding. His mental retardation is severe; he cannot 
speak at all. Yet, he is sensitive to color, light and 
dark, heat and cold, and above all, smells. He has 
emotions, and responds to the slightest shift in what 
he is used to. He hates and fears change, and bel- 
lows with outrage and terror at any upset in his rou- 
tines. He whimpers when he is unhappy. Chronol- 
ogy is beyond him; he cannot distinguish then from 
now. All time is the same to him; a sort of contin- 
uous present in which he does not know his mem- 
ories are only memories. Thus he cannot “... re- 
member his sister but only the loss of her, and 
firelight was the same bright shape as going to 
sleep, and the pasture was even better sold than be- 
fore because now he and TP could not only follow 
timeless along the fence the motions which it did 
not even matter to him were human beings swing- 
ing golfsticks.” 


Dilsey takes care of him, and Caddy is his 
champion and defender when they are little. It is to 
Caddy and only Caddy that he looks for emotional 
support (“You’re not a poor baby. Are you’). He 
relies on her to bring him the physical objects that 
have a quieting effect on him—the paper dolls and 
the box of tinsel stars. As Caddy grows up, many 
things become disturbing to Benjy: her interest in 
boys, her use of perfume, the change to long 
dresses.... 


[Eventually] Caddy goes away on her honey- 
moon. From here on, Benjy will not have a sister; 
only the loss of her to remember. What can we say 
of him; his child-like nature, his man’s body, and 
his eyes empty and blue and serene? Benjy is, as 
Ratlift once said of another unfortunate, “... some- 
thing that don’t want nothing but to walk and feel 
the sun and wouldn’t know how to hurt no man 
even if it would and wouldn’t want to even if it 
could ...” Perhaps we could leave him at that, ex- 
cept for the powerful and violent last scene of the 
novel.... 
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Quentin is clearly the most intelligent of the 
Compson children. He is thoughtful and sensitive. 
His segment of the novel is a cri du coeur uttered 
silently on the last day of his life. We go with him 
that day, following his apparently aimless actions, 
witnessing the obsessive, fugue-like images and 
sets of words which he repeats over and over again. 
We watch as he buys and then conceals the flatirons 
he will use to weight his body when he drowns 
himself. He is twenty years old and has his life be- 
fore him. What has brought him to this pass? 


The answer is clear but not simple. He ends 
his life because of what life has done to him. The 
world cannot be changed into what he wants it to 
be. He cannot change Caddy back into what she 
was. He is sure he cannot live knowing what he 
knows; his father tells him he will, and he will not 
risk that. [T]hats it if people could only change one 
another forever that way merge like a flame 
swirling up for an instant then blow cleanly out 
along the cool eternal dark.... 


Surely; surely the main thrust of [Mr. Comp- 
son’s] words is to show his son that his anguish can 
be endured, that the pain will lessen, that he can go 
on, and even make something of his life. Just as 
surely, the advice does not have its desired effect. 
Quite clearly, Quentin kills himself not because he 
cannot stand his agony, but because he too believes 
it will grow less and will someday fade away. 


“Once a bitch always a bitch, what I say.” Ja- 
son is speaking of his niece, but it could very eas- 
ily be his sister. In the way his hatred functions, he 
does not always clearly distinguish between the two 
of them. As noted earlier, Benjy and Quentin love 
Caddy, however twisted and self-seeking that love 
may be. Jason’s one great sustaining passion is “... 
immortal hatred and study of revenge.” 


In the Compson Appendix, Mr. Faulkner calls 
Jason the first sane Compson since Culloden; “... 
rational contained and even a philosopher in the old 
stoic tradition.” All the human race are Compsons; 
that is, predictable if essentially mexplicable, hence 
not to be trusted. The rest of humanity operates on 
the basis of emotion (pity, love, generosity, pride) 
which is why they are insane and Jason is not. This 
is the cream of the jest, because the central defin- 
ing obsession in everything Jason does is the job 
promised to him by Herbert Head. If Jason were 
one-third the businessman he thinks he is, or were 
at all capable of rational, objective assessment, he 
could see what impulsive, irrational people (like 
you and me, or Quentin Compson) know at one 
glance: Herbert Head is a tinhorn blowhard, a liar, 
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and a cheat. How good is his promise? Who knows 
where his money comes from? Yet this is precisely 
the point. The “lost job” is Jason’s crutch, his se- 
curity blanket, his justification for every sadistic, 
criminal thing he does. 7 reckon you’ll know now 
that you cant beat me out of a job and get away 
with it he says, after he has taken Caddy’s hundred 
dollars to let her see the baby “just for a minute.” 
The bitch that cost me a job, the one chance I ever 
had to get ahead he says to the sheriff, describing 
his niece.... 


Jason embodies the instinctive, irrational love 
of self; the monstrous, incestuous self-concern that 
leaves no room for love of others. Since we dare 
not admit the fear of imperfection in the self that 
is loved, we seek out and punish others in retalia- 
tion for any frustration or thwarting that the self 
encounters. Jason is paranoid and sees the world 
with a paranoid’s logical consistency. He sees him- 
self as a long-suffering, put-upon man, doomed to 
live as the only sane human in a world of irrational, 
incompetent fools. It seems clear that Jason does 
not recognize the ultimate motivation of his actions, 
how they grow out of his crippling inadequacy of 
the soul, his total inability to love. 


Jason’s most complex, most sensuous wound 
is his relation to his niece, Quentin. She is for him 
both the outward visible proof of Caddy’s shame 
and the living reminder of the lost job. Thus she is 
both the constant focus of his hatred and the most 
gratifying target for his cruelty and retaliation. 
Probably, he does not himself realize the source of 
his constant neurotic anxiety over Quentin’s 
chastity or what he is sure is the lack of it. In the 
monologues of his incessant inner fantasies, he can 
at the same time believe she is beyond redemption 
and still complain of the effort he is making to save 
her. He can assert that he does not care what she 
does, even when running up and down back alleys 
to spy on her.... 


Jason’s day of reckoning dawns on Easter Sun- 
day. He is sitting at breakfast, savoring his latest 
theft and anticipating the entire day in which to tor- 
ment his family. He has begun on the topic of the 
broken window in his bedroom, not yet realizing 
its significance. He begins the ritual of refusing to 
eat until Quentin is up at the table. Only when he 
realizes that Quentin is not in her room does the 
edge of an apprehension, too terrible to be thought 
of, intrude itself. “... he stood ... as if he were lis- 
tening to something much further away.... His at- 
titude was that of one who goes through the mo- 
tions of listening in order to deceive himself.”... 
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The great sensuous wound of Jason’s complex 
relaxation to his niece is far too precious to relin- 
quish. He still wishes, hopes, wants to believe that 
he will be able to slip stealthily up to Quentin and 
the man with the red tie, beat them both severely, 
and regain every cent of the money. He is not yet 
ready to accept what his common sense might have 
told him long before. The agonizing headache that 
strikes him at this point does not deter him. Still 
full of the fictitious role he has constructed for him- 
self, he roughs up the elderly carnival cook, who 
retaliates by almost splitting Jason’s head with a 
hatchet. Rescued by the carnival owner, Jason sits 
in his car, blind with pain, haggling futilely with a 
series of Negro youths to drive him back to Jef- 
ferson. People who pass in their Easter clothes look 
at him, “the man sitting quietly behind the wheel 
of a small car, with his invisible life raveled out 
about him like a worn-out sock.” Eventually he 
pays the price one of the youths is asking. 


In the middle of these sordid events is the 
Easter service in the Negro church. It rests like a 
jewel in the setting of Jason’s insane pursuit, Mrs. 
Compson’s vindictive whining, the needless tor- 
menting Dilsey is put through. Everything con- 
trasts: all this shabby and futile materialism against 
the impassioned and beautiful promise of resurrec- 
tion and life. Dilsey’s own family, what is left of 
it, is with her: her daughter Frony and her grand- 
son Luster. And of course Benjy, who can be taken 
to the Negro church because the white people don’t 
want him in theirs. This congregation is surely the 
despised and rejected, the outcasts of the earth. The 
preacher is a famous black evangelist, brought in 
for the occasion.... 


Only one scene remains to be played out. Back 
at the house, Benjy begins moaning again. He 
knows, powerfully and unanswerably, that Quentin 
is gone, as her mother was gone before her. Dilsey 
tries everything to comfort and quiet him. There is 
only one recourse left. Much against her better 
judgement, Dilsey allows Luster to drive Benjy in 
the ancient ramshackle surry for his usual Sunday 
visit to the cemetery. Luster is very full of himself, 
bantering with the other Negroes. He notes that Ja- 
son’s car is back, parked on the Square. In his self- 
importance, Luster drives to the wrong side of the 
statue of the Confederate soldier. Instantly terrified 
by the dislocation of tangible objects, Benjy begins 
his loud terrified bellowing: “There was more than 
astonishment in it, it was horror; shock; agony eye- 
less, tongueless; just sound....” Jason’s apathy and 
resignation vanish as this old focus of his festering 
resentment presents itself. In Jefferson, at least, Ja- 


son will still be able to control and abuse his own 
family, or at least Benjy and the Negro children 
who depend on him for a living.... 


Like Dilsey, we have seen the beginning. This 
is the ending. No effort can explain the intricate 
web of all the themes of the novel, nor account for 
the power of this closing scene. It is all there: cru- 
elty, hatred, race, the family, tradition, history, 
time, the dead and buried past that will not rise 
again. In the Appendix, one can learn what even- 
tually happened to the Compsons. Jason will turn 
up a few times, a cotton-buyer now, who will take 
another heavy loss when he tries to outsmart Flem 
Snopes. Benjy lives on in the asylum at Jackson. 
Perhaps it is Caddy in the photograph, perhaps not. 
Dilsey, who lived long enough to see that too, will 
not tell us. These endured. 


Source: John L. Longley Jr. , ““Who Never Had a Sister’: 
A Reading of The Sound and the Fury”, in Mosaic, Vol. 
VIL, No. 1, Fall, 1973, pp. 35-53. 
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Winesburg, Ohio 


Sherwood Anderson 
1919 





Winesburg, Ohio was Sherwood Anderson’s break- 
through work, the one that first gained widespread 
attention for him as an artist, although it was years 
before he would produce a best seller. He was forty- 
two when it was published, with two novels pub- 
lished previously that had received little interest 
from the reading public. 


According to the story that Anderson would 
later relate in his Memoirs, the book started one 
night when he was living by himself in a run-down 
rooming house in Chicago, in 1915: it was a place 
full of would-be artists, and Anderson, who was 
supporting himself by writing advertising copy, sat 
down one December evening and, almost miracu- 
lously, produced the story “Hands” in one sitting. 
In the version he often told, the story came out ex- 
actly as he wanted it and he never changed a word, 
although researchers have since turned up drafts 
that show substantial differences. 

Having found his style in this one inspired 
flash, he went on to develop the other stories that 
make up Winesburg, Ohio over the next few years. 
When the book was published in 1919, it did not 
sell very well, but the critical response marked the 
author as a man of talent and artistic integrity. Some 
critics lambasted it for being immoral because of 
its sexual themes, both hidden and blatant, such as 
the child molestation charge in “Hands” or the im- 
plied impotency in “Respectability.” 

For each critic put off by the buried subjects, 
though, there were two or three who appreciated 
Anderson’s courage in examining areas previously 
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untouched by mainstream writers. Anderson's 
greatest influence on American literature has been 
indirect, in the ways thal Winesburg, Ohio inspired 
the following generation of post-World War I[ writ- 
ers, such as Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, 
Eudora Welty, and John Steinbeck. Ji was when 
these writers began speaking of the debt they owed 
to Sherwood Anderson that the book stopped be- 
ing just a favonte of wniters and gathered mass at- 
tention from the public. 





Author Biography 


Sherwood Anderson was born in 1876 in Cam- 
den, Ohio. In 1884 his family moved to Clyde, the 
small Ohio town that Winesburg is patterned after. 
After his mother’s death in 1896, he moved to 
Chicago. He hoped to find better opportunities in 
the big city, but was unable to find any employ- 
ment except menial, back-breaking labor; discour- 
aged, he joined the army two years later, serving 
in the Spanish-Amencan War. 

After the war he finished his high school de- 
gree in Ohio and, invigorated by travel and educa- 
tion, he moved to Chicago again in 1900. He found 
employment working in the new field of advertis- 
ing. Jn 1907, after marrying a wealthy manufac- 
turer’s daughter, he moved to Elyria, Ohio, as pres- 
ident of the Anderson Manufacturing Company. 
For five years he struggled to keep his business 
afloat, writing a few poems and some short stories 
that were of no interest to anyone until later, when 
he became famous. 


What followed has become one of the great 
legends of Amencan literature. According to An- 
derson’s version, he simply realized, sitting at his 
desk one afternoon, that the business life was va- 
pid and shallow, and so he stood up, walked out of 
the door, and kept on walking. According to the 
Cleveland hospital he checked into four days later, 
ne had suffered a nervous breakdown. Either way, 
his career in business was over, and in early 1913, 
at age thirty-seven, he left his wife and family and 
retumed to Chicago again. He worked for an ad- 
verlising firm by day, wrote by night, and associ- 
ated with other aspiring writers in the lively 
Chicago artistic scene whenever he had the time. 


The short stones he wrote were traditional, and 
he was dissatisfied with his output until one day 
late in 1915, when, in a flash of inspiration, he sat 
down and wrote “Hands.” After that, the other sto- 
nies that compnse Winesburg, Ohio followed 
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slowly. He published the stories in magazines as 
they appeared, and at the same time published his 
first two novels, Windy MacPherson’s Son and 
Marching Men. 


Winesburg, Ohio was not a commercial suc- 
cess when it was published in 1919, but t was well 
received among writers. Anderson traveled and met 
European and American writers in Europe, who be- 
gan mentioning him in interviews as an influence 
on their work. He was not financially comfortable 
enough to quit his advertising job until 1922, апа 
did not have financial success with a novel until 
1925, with Dark Laughter. 


With his reputation established, Anderson con- 
tinued to be sought as a writer up to his death in 
1941, producing three volumes of autobiography, 
some memorable short stones (especially those in 
Death In the Woods, which some critics argue ri- 
vals Winesburg). Most of his time in his later years 
was Spent writing social essays, which are seldom 
read anymore. 


Plot Summarv 


Rather a single, well-defined plot, Winesburg, 
Ohio has a loosely interconnected set of stones with 
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overlapping time frame and characters. Only when 
the town itself is considered the “main character” 
can one speak of an overall plot. In this macro-plot, 
the traditional small town life of nineteenth-century 
America comes to an end; its hard but stable com- 
munity is broken into the dynamic but impersonal 
atoms of twentieth-century American society 


The historical macro-plot is composed of 
twenty-four micro-plots centered on individual 
characters, the inhabitants of Winesburg. Some 
characters appear as supporting players in more 
than one story, and one figure appears in several: 
George Willard, a youth working as a reporter in 
Winesburg’s newspaper office. Many characters 
are connected to George, and his departure at the 
end brings the whole phase of Winesburg’s history 
to a close. 


Anderson prefaces his stories with a list of the 
tales and a chapter entitled “The Book of the 
Grotesque.” This chapter suggests that a grotesque 
character comes into being when a man or woman 
takes one of the many truths of life and pursues it 
obsessively. Anderson’s stories illustrate, often in 
a few terse pages, how a character becomes trapped 
by his or her obsession with freedom, lost love, sex, 
innocence, age, power, money, or indecency. 


The first story, “Hands,” focuses on an odd- 
ball named Wing Biddlebaum, whose hands are al- 
ways in motion. A friend of George Willard, he is 
about to tell the youth about his past when he breaks 
off in fright. Anderson’s narrator, however, fills in 
the story. Once named Adolph Myer, Wing was a 
teacher in a Pennsylvania town. Much beloved by 
his boys, he was tender with them in turn. One boy, 
however, fell in love with Adolph and recounted 
his fantasies as if they were facts. Branded a per- 
vert, Adolph was beaten and chased away, barely 
escaping being lynched. He took the name Biddle- 
baum from a box in a railway station and ended up 
in Winesburg, tormented by his hands, which in his 
trauma he blamed for his undeserved suffering. 


“Paper Pills” sketches Doctor Reefy, who fills 
his pockets with bits of paper on which he jots 
down ideas and inspirations. The narrator connects 
this peculiarity to the Doctor’s courtship of his 
wife, who visited his office with an illegitimate 
pregnancy and died less than a year after their mar- 
riage. He did not condemn her, and his strange 
thoughtful nature, represented by the wads of pa- 
per, made her love him. 


“Mother” reveals the family background of 
George Willard. His mother Elizabeth, disap- 
pointed with her life, has come to despise her hus- 


band Tom. Her love for her son is mixed with an 
anxious hope to be fulfilled through him. George 
tells his mother that he wants to leave Winesburg, 
a wish he will eventually carry out after her death. 


“The Philosopher” presents the shabby, idle 
doctor, Doctor Parcival. The doctor tells young 
George about his family. The doctor’s father was 
insane and died in an asylum; his brother was run 
over by a train when drunk. At the end of the story, 
the doctor refuses to come down from his office to 
look at a child who has been thrown from a buggy 
and killed. He visits George Willard in panic, con- 
vinced that the town will be enraged at his cal- 
lousness about the child. He whispers his obsessive 
idea to George: 


everyone in the world is Christ and they are all cru- 
cified. That’s what I want to say. 


“Nobody Knows” narrates George Willard’s 
sexual adventure with Louise Trunnion, who offers 
herself to him in a note. When she later hesitates, 
he coaxes her by telling her that no one will know. 
Later, after he has left her, he repeats the thought, 
but with a different sense: she has nothing on him, 
no one knows. 


The four-part story “Godliness” focuses on the 
patriarchal head of the Bentley Farm, Jesse. The 
first part depicts Jesse’s background and his tough 
management of the farm after the Civil War. It in- 
troduces his biblical obsession: he imagines him- 
self the only godly man among “Philistines.” He 
prays to God for a son called David to help him 
overcome his enemies. In the second part, the ironic 
thwarting of his prayer is revealed: his wife had 
died in childbirth, giving birth to a girl, Louise. 
Louise is unhappily married to the banker John 
Hardy; their child is named David. Jesse takes the 
grandchild to the farm. Still biblically obsessed, 
however, Jesse frightens the boy with an intense 
prayer, and the child flees. 


Part three narrates the youth of Louise, passed 
in the Hardy household. Mistreated by her foster 
sisters, she seeks to become the lover of John, her 
future husband. David’s birth disappoints her hopes 
for a daughter, just as she had foiled Jesse’s desire 
for a son. In part four, David abandons Jesse, who 
has tried to realize his religious designs by sacri- 
ficing a lamb. Boy and lamb flee from the knife- 
wielding grandfather, and when David knocks 
Jesse unconscious with a stone, he thinks he has 
killed the old man and runs away forever. Coming 
to in despair, Jesse believes God has cursed him 
for his pride. 
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The next three stories, “A Man of Ideas,” “Аа- 
venture,” and “Respectability” offer character- 
sketches. In the first, Joe Welling, a generally quiet 
man, is seized with fits of obsessive thinking, 
poured out in a torrent of words. In the second, Al- 
ice Hindman goes out walking naked, driven by 
solitude to a desperate, half-mad desire for adven- 
ture. The third, “Respectability,” focuses on the 
gross, dirty, and misogynistic telegraph operator 
Wash Williams. 


“The Thinker” introduces Seth Richmond, 
George Willard’s friend and a failed candidate for 
the love of Helen White, who figures in several sto- 
ries. Seth cannot shake his feeling of not belong- 
ing in Winesburg. This sense inhibits him from try- 
ing to win Helen’s love. He leaves her to George 
Willard, considered the typical Winesburg insider. 


In “Tandy,” a drunken stranger perceives in a 
little girl an image of a love he will never possess. 
The qualities of this love he calls “Tandy,” which 
the girl takes as her name. 


“The Strength of God” depicts the Reverend 
Curtis Hartman, who peers through a hole in the 
bell-tower window at the schoolteacher Kate 
Smith, whose bedroom is opposite the church. Torn 
with guilt, the minister continues peeping until one 
night he sees Kate naked, beating her bed with her 
fists, then kneeling to pray. Believing this sight a 
message from God, the minister breaks the glass 
with his fists, destroying his post of forbidden ob- 
servation. 


The next story, “The Teacher,” returns to these 
same events from another angle. The mature and 
experienced teacher detects something special in 
young George Willard, and she seeks him out to 
advise him about his pursuit of writing. She initi- 
ates an erotic encounter but breaks it off, beating 
at him with her fists, and fleeing to weep and pray 
in her room. 


“Loneliness” portrays the aging child-man 
Enoch Robinson, who earlier lived in a world of 
make-believe in the art world of New York. In or- 
der to preserve his imaginary life, he drove off the 
woman who loved him, destroying his dreams as 
well. 


In “An Awakening,” George Willard is se- 
duced by Belle Carpenter to make her real love, Ed 
Handby, jealous. Ed deflates George’s pride by 
breaking in on them, knocking George around, and 
leaving with Belle. In the story ““Queer,’“George 
also gets a surprise beating. Elmer Cowley, the mis- 
fit son of a shopowner, thinks George, like all of 
Winesburg’s inhabitants, laughs at him and thinks 
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him “queer.” Before fleeing Winesburg on the 
train, Elmer calls George to the platform, tnes to 
speak his mind, and when unable, beats George 
half-unconscious. 


In “The Untold Lie,” a middle-aged farm 
worker, Ray Pearson, is asked by his younger friend 
Hal Winters what to do about a woman Hal has 
made pregnant. Ray wants to advise him not to 
throw away his freedom, as he himself did in mar- 
rying. But he holds his tongue, realizing that any- 
thing he said would only be a lie. 


A quiet boy, Tom Foster, is the central figure 
of “Drink.” One night the boy gets drunk and vis- 
its George. Tom tells George that he drank to un- 
derstand something and that he has learned from it, 
comparing it to how he imagines making love must 
be. 


The last three stories conclude George’s life in 
Winesburg. “Death” describes the circumstances of 
George’s mother’s death, including her passionate 
encounter with Doctor Reefy late in her life and the 
stash of money that will allow George to escape 
the town that made her suffer. “Sophistication” de- 
picts a brief moment of silent understanding be- 
tween Helen White, back from college, and George, 
who will soon leave for good. “Departure” presents 
the town’s send-off of George. Winesburg fades 
from view as the train pulls away, changed to noth- 
ing more than “a background on which to paint the 
dreams of his manhood.” 


Characters 





Jesse Bentley 

He is the main character of the four-part story 
in the middle of the book, “Godliness.” A reluctant 
farmer, who studied to be a minister but took over 
the family farm when his brothers died in the Civil 
War, his farm grew huge over the course of sev- 
eral decades. Jesse believes that the growth of his 
farm was God’s will, and in his old age, he wants 
to sacrifice a lamb to God, as Abraham did in the 
Bible. His grandson David Bentley, who he takes 
along to the sacrifice, fears that the old man intends 
to kill him with the knife instead, and he shoots 
Jesse in the head with a slingshot, just as David did 
to Goliath in the Bible. 


Wing Biddlebaum 

In “Hands,” the story of Wing Biddlebaum is 
revealed: the citizens of Winesburg know nothing 
of his past before he came to town because he was 
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wads in his pockets. Within a year of their wed- 
ding, she dies, and he is alone again. 


Seth Richmond 


In the story that features him, “The Thinker,” 
Seth Richmond is presented as George Willard’s 
friend, and of all of the citizens of Winesburg, he 
seems like the one that George feels most com- 
fortable with. In many ways, Seth is similar to 
George in disposition, but he is a little more re- 
served. His father died a scandalous death when 
Seth was young, killed during an argument with a 
newspaper editor when an article alleged that the 
older Richmond was having an affair. After his 
death his family discovered he had lost all of his 
money in investments, showing him to be a bad 
husband and worse businessman, like George’s fa- 
ther (who is seen in “The Thinker” arguing poli- 
tics with his hotel guests). 


Like George, Seth is an intellectual, but, he is 
too emotionally insecure to pursue the girl he has 
a crush on, perhaps made timid by the family scan- 
dal. In “Respectability” George has a conversation 
with Helen White where he is as awkward as Seth 
is in “The Thinker,” but George does not leave her 
until he has said what he wants to tell her. 


Enoch Robinson 


Enoch is a member of a family that moved to 
Winesburg from the country and opened a small, 
eclectic odds-and-ends store. He is very self- 
conscious of how he and his family appear to the 
other citizens, and in the story “Queer” he confronts 
George Willard, who he thinks is one of the main 
people in town laughing at him. 


Kate Swift 


Kate Swift appears in “The Strength of God,” 
as the woman that Reverend Hartman looks at and 
fantasizes about in his tower room, and in the fol- 
lowing story, “The Teacher,” she is George 
Willard’s former teacher. In her excitement over 
teaching and expressing herself to him, she kisses 
him on the lips. 


Louise Trunion 

In “Nobody Knows,” George Willard has sex 
with Louise after receiving a letter from her that 
says, “I’m yours if you want me.” Rather than feel 
triumphant, he immediately becomes afraid that she 
will hold this over him, even though she gives no 
indication of wishing to do so. 
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Media 1С 
Adaptations G9 


e There are three different versions of a “Wines- 
burg, Ohio” audio cassette available: from the 
Audio Bookshelf, 1995; from Recorded Books, 
1995; and as an audio cassette or phonographic 
album from Caedmon, 1983. 


¢ A 1977 video, “Sherwood Anderson’s I’m a 
Fool,” is available from Perspective Films, 
1977. 


— 


Joe Welling 

Joe Welling is an agent for the Standard Oil 
Company. His mind is continuously running, al- 
most tripping over itself as he thinks up new things. 
“A Man of Ideas” tells the story of his falling in 
love with Sarah King, which could be trouble be- 
cause her father and brother are violent bullies. 
Rather than assault Joe, they fall under the spell of 
his jittery enthusiasm and walk off down the street 
with him, engrossed in what he has to say. 


Helen White 

Helen White is a girl, about George Willard’s 
age, who has the distinction of being the banker’s 
only child and therefore coming from one of 
Winesburg’s wealthiest families. In “The Thinker,” 
George Willard expresses a romantic interest in He- 
jen to his friend Seth Richmond, but he does so ca- 
sually, claiming that he is working on a story about 
Jove and would like to practice being in love with 
her. Helen is briefly attracted to Seth when he con- 
veys the message, but her attraction is based in part 
on the fact that he has claimed to be saying his fi- 
nal goodbye at that moment. 


The other story that concerns Helen promi- 
nently is “Sophistication.” In this story, George 
Willard’s thoughts turn to her as he reaches a mo- 
ment of emotional maturity. Despite the fact that 
she is only in town briefly, having come home from 
coliege on break with a young instructor, her 
thoughts are on him also: “What George felt, she 
in her young woman’s way felt also.” What they 
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both feel is not lust, even though they temporarily 
confuse it for something sexual. 


Anderson uses Helen’s privileged background 
to highlight George’s moment of feeling a sense of 
responsibility, as he sees beyond the temporary dis- 
tractions of his day-to-day life in the same way that 
she can see the town objectively, because she is an 
outsider now. Although the story is about adoles- 
cent confusion and is therefore a jumble of con- 
fused emotions, the narrative sums up the feelings 
that both George and Helen feel: “‘I have come to 
this lonely place and here is this other,’ was the 
substance of the thing felt.” They find out that what 
they want is not a physical encounter, but just a 
chance to act child-like again, and they chase each 
other down the hill, running and laughing. Helen 
White is not the love of George Willard’s life, but 
She is more like him than any other character in 
Winesburg. 


Elizabeth Willard 


George’s mother is featured in two of the sto- 
ries in this book, the third from the beginning and 
the third from the end. Her existence is marked by 
depression and bitterness, symbolized by the un- 
specified illness that keeps her shut up in the board- 
ing house and under the doctor’s care. She is dis- 
appointed that her life has not had more excitement 
and she has a vague hope that her son’s life will 
turn out better than hers. 


“Mother” explains that she grew up in the 
boarding house and dated, or “walked with,” the 
traveling men who stopped there briefly, and that 
when she was young she enjoyed drawing atten- 
tion to herself: “Once she startled the town by 
putting on men’s clothes and riding a bicycle down 
Main Street.” As an adult she slinks along in the 
shadows of the boarding house, dreading the idea 
that one of the boarders will see her because her 
former vibrancy is gone, leaving her now ghostly 
and worn out. 


There is a great deal of empathy between Eliz- 
abeth Willard and her son, as she recalls what it 
was like to grow up being aware of the world’s 
wide greatness but having that sense of wonder held 
in check by narrow-minded men like the boy’s fa- 
ther, Tom Willard. In “Mother,” she braces herself 
to confront her husband in the boy’s defense, to in- 
sist that George must be free to leave Winesburg 
and discover the world for himself. When George 
comes to her and reports that a talk with his father 
has convinced him to do just that, she finds herself 
taking a position just opposite the one she had in- 


tended, mocking his ambitions when she had meant 
to be encouraging. 


“Death” tells of a somewhat romantic rela- 
tionship at the end of her life with her doctor. In 
his grim, dusty office, she talks freely about her life 
and is finally able to discuss her father’s disgust 
with the man she chose to marry, and his warnings 
that the marriage would turn out miserably, which 
it did. Being open with Dr. Reefy leads to the clos- 
est thing she has to intimacy in her married life; for 
one moment, they find themselves in each other’s 
arms, but they are interrupted and the moment 
never presents itself again. Elizabeth Willard has a 
stroke and lingers for a week before dying, never 
able to tell George that she has hidden eight hun- 
dred dollars for him to live his life in freedom. 


George Willard 


The central character in the book, it sometimes 
seems as 1f George Willard is the central character 
in the town: because he is the son of rooming-house 
owners, Anderson has put him in a position to meet 
travelers passing through town, while his job as a 
reporter for the Winesburg Eagle makes him known 
to all of the town’s citizens. 


Only a few of the stones in this book are ex- 
plicitly concerned with events in George’s life— 
“Mother,” “Nobody Knows,” “The Thinker,” “The 
Teacher,” “An Awakening,” “Sophistication,” and 
“Departure.” In the other stories, the main charac- 
ters generally find some reason to relate their sto- 
ries to George, or he has some other connection to 
the action, such as when “The Untold Lie” explains 
to readers, “Boys like George Willard and Seth 
Richmond will remember the incident quite vividly 
....” Other examples are when Dr. Reefy of “Pa- 
per Pills” later develops a secret relationship with 
George’s mother, or the folktale tone of “Godli- 
ness,” that makes it seem as if everyone in town is 
familiar with what has happened. It is through the 
use of this structure that Anderson reveals influ- 
ences that mold the young man into who he will 
become by the time of his departure from the town. 


From the start, George is the son of an unhappy 
marriage, whose parents have conflicting expecta- 
tions for his future. As related in “Mother,” his fa- 
ther is an unsuccessful businessman, transferring 
his own ambitions to hopes for his son’s future suc- 
cess. His mother also copes with her disappoint- 
ment by living vicariously through George, but her 
hopes are conflicted within themselves: “Even 
though I die I will in some way keep defeat from 
you,” she promises George in a prayer. Soon after 
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that she asks God to “not let him become smart and 
successful either.” 


With his father’s encouragement to be practi- 
cal and his mother’s hopes that he transcend his 
meager upbringing, George could grow up in any 
direction, and it is his encounters with other peo- 
ple in town that define his growing personality. 
From Wing Biddelbaum he learns the danger of be- 
ing too familiar with others. Dr. Parcival’s story is 
a warning against being too cerebral, but he also 
sees Joe Welling survive by staying true to his 
dreams. From Belle Carpenter he learns not to be 
too free with his sexuality, while Kate Swift’s be- 
havior shows him what happens if he suppresses it 
too thoroughly. There is a lesson for his life in each 
story, and, even if George does not seem to learn 
the lesson each time, the reader can absorb it as 
something he should learn. 


In the book’s climax, “Sophistication,” George 
and his female counterpart, Helen, not only learn 
how to act maturely, but they also learn that be- 
having immaturely once in a while is necessary: af- 
ter running down a hill and rolling in the grass like 
children, “they had for a moment taken hold of the 
thing that makes the mature life of men and women 
in the modern world possible.” 


Tom Willard 

George Willard’s father was a clerk at the 
boarding house in Winesburg, hoping to become a 
successful businessman some day. He married the 
daughter of the boarding-house owner, possibly be- 
cause she was pregnant. In “Death,” it is revealed 
that her father was so against her marrying Tom 
that he gave her eight hundred dollars cash to leave 
town, but she married to spite her father. Tom 
Willard is an unsuccessful businessman, and in his 
hands the boarding house is becoming shabby and 
decrepit. He is interested in local politics, and en- 
joys arguing with customers about political issues. 


Wash Williams 

A friend of George’s, the name is considered 
ironic, bestowed on him because of his poor hy- 
giene. In “Respectability,” he explains to George 
Willard that he was once married, but that his wife 
was unfaithful. 


Themes 


Rite of Passage 
The overall arc of this book is George 
Willard’s maturation; the climax is when he finally 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e The characters in Winesburg, Ohio are very spe- 
cific to their place and time. Write a short story 
that brings one of these characters forward to 
your town. Would they be better adjusted than 
they are presented in the book? Would the added 
burden of fast-paced modern life be too much 
for them? Would they find help for their prob- 
lems that was not available in Winesburg? 


e Research the Chicago renaissance of the 1910s 
and 1920s. Report on one of the writers that An- 
derson was acquainted with: Edgar Lee Masters, 
Harriet Monroe, Margaret Anderson, Francis 
Hackett, Ben Hecht, or Floyd Dell. Try to focus 
your biographical report on where the writer 
lived before coming to Chicago, and how mov- 
ing to a major metropolitan area affected her or 
his writing. 

e Inthe twentieth century, America had gone from 
being a principally rural country to being over- 
whelmingly urban and suburban. Explore the so- 
cial elements that changed society during An- 
derson’s time, when towns like Winesburg were 
already becoming old fashioned. 


e One of the few things that is learned about 
George Willard’s father, Tom Willard, is that he 
is a staunch Democrat. In “The Thinker,” Tom 
Willard argues with a travelling salesman about 
the relationship between President William 
McKinley and Mark Hanna, the U.S. Senator 
from Ohio. Explore the situation that is referred 
to in this story and report on what it tells read- 
ers about the two men holding the argument. 


leaves town. Unlike a novel that is driven along by 
external events and situations, this book has no spe- 
cific occurrence that prompts him to leave. As a 
matter of fact, George appears to be the ideal citi- 
zen for Winesburg: as much as the various citizens 
seem to rely upon him as someone that they can 
tell their stories to, he seems to need them equally, 
to feed his curiosity. 


Winesburg, Ohio 

The way that he outgrows the town is devel- 
oped indirectly, through the positive and negative 
responses that readers have toward each character. 
“Hands,” for instance, might be about Wing’s de- 
termination to outrun his past, but a sub-theme is 
the small-mindedness and anger that can boil up in 
a small town. When George has a sexual encounter 
in “Nobody Knows,” his main concern is that no 
one finds out about it. The King bullies accept Joe 
Welling in “A Man of Ideas” exactly because he is 
oblivious to the dangers that surround him in 
Winesburg. “The Untold Lie,” which does not men- 
tion George, still raises the reader’s awareness that 
the miseries suffered by Ray Pearson are unavoid- 
able in a town like Winesburg. 


Even as the town seems more and more like a 
trap for someone like George, the decision to leave 
does not become comfortable to him until the mo- 
ment in “Sophistication” when he turns the clock 
back on his maturation process and for once, in- 
stead of trying to act older, he breaks from a kiss 
with Helen White and they both laugh, becoming 
“not man and woman, not boy and girl, but excited 
little animals.” The drive toward experience and 
understanding leaves them, and as they run down 
the hill they have climbed “they played like two 
splendid young things in a young world.” The 
struggle with “the young thing within” that has 
pulled at George in every story, through his asso- 
ciation with disappointed older Winesburg citizens 
who had or had not won the struggle, is settled for 
him, and then it becomes time for him to leave. 


Loneliness and Alienation 

The main source of dramatic tension in this 
book is that Winesburg is a small town. This means 
that the citizens are familiar with one another and 
hold each other to certain standards of behavior, 
but, within this frame of familiarity, all of the peo- 
ple who make up the group feel that they do not 
belong to it. Of all of these, the most blatantly alien- 
ated might be Elizabeth Willard, the mother of the 
novel’s central character. “Mother,” the first story 
concerning her, establishes the fact that she had, at 
one time in her youth, felt a bond to the travelling 
men who had stayed at the Willard house and had 
romanced her. The story says that “They seemed 
to understand and sympathize with her.” In matu- 
rity, though, she has no such bond with anyone, not 
even her husband or her son, and she hides upstairs, 
hoping to not be seen. 

In the last years of her life, related in “Death,” 


her alienation is pierced by the relationship she 
forms with Dr. Reefy, meeting him in his secluded 


office that is adjacent to a dusty storage room. The 
climax and destruction of their relationship occurs 
when they embrace for the first time and are inter- 
rupted by a clerk throwing an old box onto a pile 
of rubbish in the hall: “Doctor Reefy did not see 
the woman he had held in his arms again until af- 
ter her death.” Elizabeth Willard is so alienated that 
she does not get the chance to pass on the secret 
that she had been saving for her son—eight hun- 
dred dollars in cash, hidden within a wall. 


The other glaring example of the loneliness 
that permeates the characters in this book is, of 
course, Enoch Robinson, in the story titled “Lone- 
liness.” Interestingly, the story explains that it was 
in New York City that Robinson withdrew from 
life with fellow human beings to live with the peo- 
ple of his imagination, and in New York that he 
lost his imaginary people to the girl he was in- 
volved with. Robinson is lonely in Winesburg, but 
the town itself has not made him that way, indi- 
cating that the alienation felt by each of Wines- 
burg’s citizens 1s more a condition of human ex- 
perience than a result of small-town life. 


Doubt and Ambiguity 

Most of the characters in this book suffer from 
their efforts to keep their true natures hidden from 
other people and themselves. In cases like those of 
Wing Biddlebaum, Wash Williams or Dr. Parcival, 
the effort is to obscure shameful! deeds in their past. 
Others, such as Reverend Hartman, Jesse Bentley, 
Kate Swift and Seth Richmond, feel that they have 
a reputation in the community that must be upheld 
at all costs, and so they do not allow themselves to 
become introspective enough to wonder what it is 
they really want. 


In most cases, the citizens of Winesburg want 
desperately to be someone they are not, but their 
personalities are too strong to be changed, which 
leaves them in an ambiguous state where truth and 
lie mingle together freely. The problem is that they 
have doubts about what is real, and this often turns 
out to be devastating in the end, leaving the char- 
acters torn apart when they are forced to face the 
bare, unvarnished truth. 


Structure 

Winesburg, Ohio is most noticeably a series of 
short stories, each one capable of making sense if 
read by itself. Reading the book as a novel requires 
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some imagination and a willingness to be loose 
with one’s definition of just what a novel is. 


There is a main character, George Willard, but 
his significance is based mainly on the fact that he 
appears in almost all of the stories. Often, he is not 
central to the story’s action, but is just mentioned 
as someone that a central character has spoken 
with. If the reader accepts the fact that George’s 
appearances must be more than a coincidence, then 
it would follow that the whole book is one contin- 
uous piece, with each independent story defining 
George and moving him forward toward some fi- 
nal resolution. The fact that George leaves town in 
the last story supports this reading. It seems to pro- 
vide a climax to the book in general. 


There is a continuing character who comes to 
a resolute change at the end. Readers who are will- 
ing to agree that this is enough evidence that the 
book is indeed a novel will look for signs within 
the stories, even those with little or no mention of 
George, that he is growing throughout the book to 
be the person he is in “Departure.” They will find 
enough evidence to see a novel’s structure running 
throughout the collected stories. 


Plot 


Sherwood Anderson despised stories that ex- 
isted in order to serve their plot, usually with the 
actions occurring one upon the next in order to lead 
readers in one direction, with no more purpose than 
to sting them with a surprise at the end. An exam- 
ple of such a story might run like this: a man de- 
cides to make enough money to marry the girl he 
loves; he works hard for years and uses inferior ma- 
terials in his construction business, in order to 
amass his fortune; the very day that he is on his 
way to propose to her, he finds out that she has 
been killed in the collapse of one of the shabby 
buildings he put together. Anderson called such sto- 
ries “poison-plot” stories because they were built 
upon coincidences, not character. When he was 
writing Winesburg, Ohio, poison-plot stories were 
practically all that mainstream magazines pub- 
lished—today we still have the stories of O. Henry 
(William Sydney Porter) as examples of the types 
of heavily plotted stories published at the turn of 
the century. 


The stories in Winesburg, Ohio often fail to 
capture the interest of novice readers of literature 
because they are structured around character, not 
plot. These stories introduce readers to their cen- 
tral characters, show how these characters see the 
world, and then, at the climax, their external cir- 
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cumstances do not change much, even though their 
personalities may be changed forever. 


Setting 

The events of this book could happen nowhere 
else but in a small Ohio town. In part, this is due 
to definition, because the author has defined this 
book as happening in or around the town of Wines- 
burg. In addition, the stories all stay close to Wines- 
burg because they just would not make sense any- 
where else. In a larger town, in another part of the 
country or in a different country, there would not 
be the social pressure toward conformity that is 
unique to the American Midwest. That pressure is 
integral to the stories, squeezing any artificial sense 
of comfort out of the characters, which pushes them 
to act, which develops their stories. 


The map of downtown Winesburg in the front 
of the book helps to orient readers to where spe- 
cific actions take place in relation to others, but An- 
derson could have explained such relationships 
within the text if they were important. More sig- 
nificantly, the map makes the town seem real, as if 
offering proof of Winesburg’s existence, beyond 
what the fiction writer says. 


Prologue 

The one story that is written in a distinctly dif- 
ferent style from the others is “The Book of the 
Grotesque,” which mentions neither George 
Willard nor the town of Winesburg and uses a dif- 
ferent narrative style, with a narrator who exists 
within the story. “The Book of the Grotesque” 
helps introduce readers to the story that follows by 
placing the incidents in Winesburg within the mem- 
ories of a tired, disturbed old man, which helps to 
explain why the stories have such an indistinct, 
dreamy feel about them. It also introduces the idea 
of the grotesque, asserting that each of the charac- 
ters to follow has one thing exaggerated, which 
helps readers of Winesburg, Ohio understand what 
makes the characters behave as they do. 


Historical Context 





The First World War 

World War I was the first of two conflicts in 
this century to draw most of what is referred to as 
Western Civilization (generally speaking, Europe, 
North America and Russia) into battle. It was the 
first war to use submarines, aerial bombings and 
chemical warfare, which added a new dimension 
of impersonality to the usual carnage of war. 
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e 1919: Soldiers coming back from World War I 
had experienced massive destruction in the age 
of airplanes and automation. Because American 
manufacturing facilities were not damaged the 
way those in Europe had been, the U.S. econ- 
omy prospered in the 1920s. 


Today: After the military build-up of the 1980s 
created an economic crisis, running up un- 
precedented trade deficits, the American econ- 
omy has stabilized and is enjoying prosperity 
without war. 


e 1919: F. W. Woolworth died at age 67. The 
Woolworth chain of five-and-dime stores started 
in 1879 and had over 1000 stores in small Amer- 
ican towns by the time it was incorporated in 
1911, becoming the first franchise in many rural 
centers like Winesburg. 


Today: The Woolworth chain closed its last 
stores in 1997, run out of business by huge dis- 
count stores, particularly the Wal-Mart chain, 
which has over 1700 stores built on the outskirts 
of American downtown areas. 


e 1920: The 18th Amendment, prohibiting sale 
and consumption of alcohol, was passed by Con- 
gress, to go into effect on January 20, 1920. 


e 1933: Prohibition was considered a failure be- 
cause it did not greatly reduce alcohol con- 
sumption and it encouraged gang violence. The 
21st Amendment, repealing Prohibition, became 
effective December 5, 1933. 


Winesburg, Ohio 


Today: Many states are lowering the amount of 
alcohol that the law will tolerate in the blood of 
a person who has been operating a motor vehi- 
cle; at the same time, a growing percentage of 
the population, discouraged by the feeble results 
of strict drug policies, is calling for legalization 
of drugs. 


e 1919: The 19th Amendment, allowing women 


to vote in the United States, was adopted by 
Congress and was ratified by the states the fol- 
lowing year. 


e 1972: The Congress passed the Equal Rights 
Amendment, which would have guaranteed that 
women would be treated equally with men, but 
it failed to be ratified by two-thirds of the states 
in the next ten years and therefore did not be- 
come law. 


Today: Social groups monitor discrimination 
against women and offer legal support to those 
who have been mistreated due to gender. 


e 1921: The pogo stick was invented. Throughout 
the 1920s, children kept themselves amused 
bouncing on a spring-powered stick. 

Today: The most sought-after games for chil- 
dren are those with computer graphics. 

e 1921: The first nonstop transatlantic airplane 


flight went from Newfoundland to Ireland in 16 
hours, 12 minutes. 


Today: The Concorde can fly from New York 
to Paris in less than four hours. 





whose 1919 book Ten Days That Shook The World 
gave his eyewitness account of the Revolution and 
who founded the American Communist Labor 
Party, became a sought-after speaker for social 
events. 

To American politicians, the threat of a revo- 
lution was justification for continuing the wartime 
censorship that had been established to protect mil- 
itary secrets. Charges were brought against writers 
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and publishers who were branded as “radicals” and 
“freethinkers.” Ordinary citizens were split: more 
identified themselves as “communists” or “social- 
ists” than at any time since (their affiliation with 
leftist politics would come back to haunt them 
thirty years later, during the blacklisting that made 
many lose their jobs in the 1950s), but those who 
supported capitalism feared leftists as being not just 
different political parties, but as a threat. 


Winesburg, Ohio 


The Chicago Renaissance 


When Sherwood Anderson moved to Chicago 
in 1913, he found a blossoming literary environ- 
ment. Among the writers that he became acquainted 
with, some famous and some yet-to-be, were Carl 
Sandburg, Edgar Lee Masters, Harriet Monroe, Ben 
Hecht, and Floyd Dell. Literary magazines of last- 
ing cultural significance, such as Poetry, Little Re- 
view, and Seven Arts were new and eager to pub- 
lish works by writers who were just starting to build 
their reputations. 


Enthusiasm was high among this group for the 
experimental art of the post-Impressionist painters, 
such as Cezanne, van Gogh, and Gaugin, who 
stopped trying to reproduce visual images and 
worked instead to record their internal impressions 
of what they saw, reducing physical forms to ab- 
stract structures. The art exhibit at the 69th Regi- 
mented Armory in New York City from February 
17 to March 15, 1913, made history as the first 
moder art showing in the United States. To this 
day, the Armory Show is referred to as a defining 
moment in American art. In 1914 the show trav- 
eled to Chicago, where angry students of the Art 
Institute were so offended that they burned an ef- 
figy of painter Henri Matisse. Anderson and his 
friends spent nights discussing artistic theory and 
determining how they could apply theories about 
paint to their work with words. 


Critical Overview 





As is the case with any groundbreaking work 
of art, there is a tendency to view the early critical 
responses to Winesburg, Ohio as being shortsighted 
and prudish, reflecting a world that was both unable 
to appreciate Anderson’s accomplishment and 
much less sexually sophisticated than our own. 
There is some truth to this view, but much of it can 
be traced to the fact that the original reviewers did 
not, for obvious reasons, have the benefit of study- 
ing the book for eighty years, and so their analyses 
seem to be much simpler than those written today. 


Adjusting for the modern critic’s advantage of 
accumulated Anderson studies, the critics who 
commented on Winesburg when it was first pub- 
lished appear to have been quite astute in what they 
had to say. Only a few critics took Anderson to task 
for examining subjects like shame and lust in his 
work, like the writer for the New York Sun who an- 
nounced to the world that the book dealt with “nau- 


seous acts” in a review called “A Gutter Would Be 
Spoon River” (the title refers to Edgar Lee Mas- 
ters’ 1915 poetry collection, also about inhabitants 
of a small town). A few other reviewers proclaimed 
disgust, but they were published mostly in family 
papers where the main interest was not literature 
but sales. 


Their influence was exaggerated by several 
sources, including Sherwood Anderson himself, 
who seemed to allow each negative comment to 
strike with ten times the impact that he allowed to 
praise. In his Memoirs, he complained that he had 
been portrayed “almost universally, in public 
prints, as a filthy-minded man and that after the 
book was published, for weeks and months, my 
mail was loaded with letters calling me ‘filthy,’ ‘an 
opener of sewers,’ etc.” It may have been conve- 
nient for him to remember himself being martyred 
like this, for, as he says in the following paragraph, 
“We men of the time had a certain pioneering job 
todo...” 


A more typical response of the time would 
have been H. W. Boynton’s generally favorable re- 
view in the August 1919 edition of The Bookman. 
Boynton recognized the depiction of life in Wines- 
burg as being “a life of vivid feeling and ardent im- 
pulse doomed, for the most part, to be suppressed 
or misdirected ... ”. He did not ignore the sexual 
content of the book, but correctly and quietly as- 
sumed that Anderson was caught up in the excite- 
ment about Sigmund Freud that was sweeping the 
intellectual community: “At worst he seems in this 
book like a man who has too freely imbibed the 
doctrine of psychoanalysis.... At best he seems 
without consciousness of self or of theory to be get- 
ting to the root of the matter—one root, at least— 
for all of us.” 


Throughout the decades, it is this lack of self- 
consciousness that has made Winesburg, Ohio a fa- 
vorite among writers. The writers of the “Lost Gen- 
eration,” those who had been through World War 
I and started making their mark in the literary world 
in the late twenties, looked upon Anderson as a sort 
of father figure in a way that they never looked up 
to his peers, probably because his success without 
being too obvious appealed to their artistic senses. 


The book’s appeal to artists was captured by 
Rebecca West, whose 1922 review for New States- 
man called Winesburg, Ohio an “extraordinarily 
good book.” She went on to explain that “it is not 
fiction, it is poetry. It is unreasonable; it delights 
in places where those who are not poets could not 
delight ... it stands in front of things that are of no 
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importance, infatuated with their quality, and 
hymns them with obstinate ecstasy....” 


Waldo Frank, who in the 1910s edited Seven 
Arts, a Chicago magazine that originally published 
several of the Winesburg stories, remembered in a 
later essay that he had been thrilled with the intu- 
itiveness of the stories. For that reason he had 
feared revisiting them after twenty years, not know- 
ing if they would have the impact they had in his 
youth. To his delight, the stories that he had re- 
membered as being held together by the writer’s 
instincts actually turned out to be examples of 
“technical perfection.” 


Because Anderson was so popular with writ- 
ers, he drew the attention of critics, who could not 
accept the strange elements of Winesburg with a 
sense of mysticism: it was their job, after all, to ex- 
plain it. In 1960, Malcolm Cowley’s famous essay 
that introduced the Viking Press edition of Wines- 
burg, Ohio, identified the root of the book’s intan- 
gible greatness in the way that Anderson worked. 
“He knew instinctively whether one of his stories 
was right or wrong, but he didn’t always know 
why,” Cowley wrote. “[I|f he wanted to improve 
the story he had to wait for a return of the mood 
that had produced it, then write it over from be- 
ginning to end ... ”. 


As the world has become more logical and ac- 
countable, so literary criticism also has been able 
to accept a successful mystery, and as Winesburg, 
Ohio has continued to hold public attention, critics 
have sought to identify what creates the book’s 
unique mood. Tony Tanner’s essay in his book The 
Reign of Wonder: Naivete and Reality in American 
Literature identified the unnamed element as “the 
constant inclusion of seemingly gratuitous details.” 
James M. Mellard explained in 1968 that other crit- 
ics had overlooked the fact that there was not just 
one structure to the stories, but many. Sam Blue- 
farb identified a pattern of escape that he found 
common in American literary works in his 1972 
book The Escape Motif in the American Novel. A. 
Carl Bredahl found the book to be held together by 
the twin urges of sex and art in his 1986 essay “The 
Young Thing Within: Divided Narrative and Sher- 
wood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio.” 


As these examples show, recent critical trends 
have pushed toward more complex explanations of 
the book, but admiration for Anderson’s artistry 
have stayed fairly constant throughout the book’s 
long history. 
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Criticism 


Tyrus Miller 


Miller is an assistant professor of Compara- 
tive Literature and English at Yale University. In 
the following essay, he discusses the thematic and 
formal significance of storytelling in Winesburg, 
Ohio. 


From the time of its original publication as a 
complete book in 1919, Winesburg, Ohio has posed 
readers, reviewers, and critics with a puzzle: 15 it a 
short story collection or a novel? Already in 1916, 
Anderson had published sections of it as stories in 
the “little magazines” of the Chicago Renaissance 
and modernist literary movements: in Floyd Dell’s 
The Masses, Margaret Anderson’s Little Review, 
and Waldo Frank’s Seven Arts. By their author’s 
own admission, then, the individual chapters ap- 
peared to stand on their own, and early readers gen- 
erally followed this lead, seeing in Winesburg a 
short story collection. Only later, after greater crit- 
ical scrutiny and further experimentation in prose 
by innovators such as James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, 
William Carlos Williams, and William Faulkner, 
did Anderson’s readers seriously consider the pos- 
sible unity of Winesburg as a novel. 


Much of the later critical discussion of Wines- 
burg, Ohio, however, has been constrained by this 
problem of identifying its proper genre. Much ink, 
argument, and intelligence has been dedicated to 
discovering the hidden thread, narrative or the- 
matic, binding its apparently disconnected stories. 
Equal effort has been spent in denying that this 
missing link really exists. 


Winesburg’s admirers praise the book’s dis- 
joined structure as poetical, lyrical, even mystical, 
and have valued its flashes of psychological and 
spiritual insight over any mere realism to be found 
in more conventional novels. Its detractors, cool 
and skeptical about “lyrical form,” have found 
Winesburg too slack and intellectually murky to be 
a good novel, yet also lacking the compactness of 
incident, the quick narrative punch of a well- 
wrought short story. 

These debates have gone round and round, 
largely on the same terrain, for three-quarters of a 
century. And the very grounds of the argument— 
novel or not, good one or bad one—have led to this 
stalemate. Without a shift of the question no satis- 
factory resolution is likely to be forthcoming. 

Winesburg, it must be said, is a mixed work 
and can only be approached with finer instruments 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Edgar Lee Masters’ 1915 collection of free- 
verse poems, Spoon River Anthology, was one 
of the most direct influences on Winesburg, 
Ohio. Published the year that Anderson started 
the book, each poem tells the story of a differ- 
ent citizen of a fictional town, Spoon River. 


e When Anderson was writing this book, between 
1915 and 1919, Chicago was experiencing a lit- 
erary renaissance. Among the writers of Ander- 
son’s circle of friends in those days, Floyd Dell 
is considered one of the most innovative. His 
1920 novel, Moon Calf, is like Winesburg, Ohio 
in that it draws heavily on the author’s past in 
a farm community, applying urban sensibilities 
and a sense of pity that comes from sophistica- 
tion. 


e Although Winesburg, Ohio is considered An- 
derson’s finest, most haunting work, be wrote 
many other novels, poems and short stories. His 
1925 novel Dark Laughter is the most highly- 
regarded work of Jong fiction and was the most 
financially successful during his lifetime. 


e Ernest Hemingway considered Anderson to be 
a friend and mentor—it was Anderson who in- 





troduced Hemingway to Gertrude Stein and 
other European writers who were to become part 
of the Hemingway legend. Hemingway’s 1925 
collection of stories, Jn Our Times, shows the 
influence of Winesburg, Ohio in the way that 
the separate stories all refer back to one main 
character and theme. 


e Anderson wrote several autobiographies, but the 
one he had been working on for nine years be- 
fore he died is considered the most important 
one. When it was first published, it was dra- 
matically cut, but as Anderson’s reputation as a 
literary figure grew, his original writing was 
added back in. The revised, restored version was 
published in 1943 as Sherwood Anderson’s 
Memoirs. 


e Irving Howe, one of the most respected literary 
critics of our century, published Sherwood An- 
derson: A Biographical and Critical Study in 
1951, adding a new introduction to the 1966 edi- 
tion. His explanation of Anderson and his works 
is not the only one, but he does give a brief, in- 
telligent, comprehensive explanation that stu- 
dents can follow and understand. 





than the crude tool kit of genre categories. The 
question of its nature and, eventually, its quality 
cannot be answered without more careful atten- 
tion to its subtler design. Its patterns are not set 
down by a generic stamp, but rather come faintly 
into view in the knots of a complex weave: the 
multiple dimensions of storytelling employed by 
Anderson, ranging from narratives told or with- 
held by characters within individual stories, the 
narrational modes of the individual chapters, the 
explicit and implicit joins and intersections be- 
tween stories, and the narrative implied by the 
work as a whole. 

Anderson sets Winesburg in a transitional pe- 
riod in American history, the years between the 
Civil War and the turn of the century, when small 
town communities were just starting to be affected 


by the consolidation of wealth and the sharpening 
of class divisions; the shift from small farming to- 
wards banking and manufacturing; the spread of 
newspaper reading and the rise of a consumer cul- 
ture; the flight of the young to the large cities and 
the stagnation of towns by-passed by new devel- 
opments. 

Storytelling, for Anderson, is the key index of 
these large-scale social tendencies, for in the chang- 
ing nature and value of stories one can grasp the 
effects of these trends in the lives of individuals 
and particular communities. In an earlier epoch, 
stories had served as the social glue for small com- 
munities such as Winesburg, articulating a shared 
experience and rendering it transmissible to new 
candidates for membership, whether they came 
from outside or from the younger generations of 
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the town. The correspondence of the story to fac- 
tual truth was less important than the recognition 
of itself accorded by the community to a given 
story: a story became truth by being transmitted 
among its members and down to its children. 


But Anderson presents a new phase in this his- 
tory, a turning point at which this glue of shared 
experience has ceased to hold. His storytellers, by 
and large, fail at their craft, unable to furnish myths 
to the community that might become its truth. The 
stock of transmissible experience has been tapped 
down to dregs, and the community can only per- 
ceive individual eccentricities in the stories its 
members tell rather than recognizing its collective 
identity in each of them. 


Stories themselves have become poorer in 
form and sense, less able to offer guidance to the 
lives of the listeners. Thus dramatizing this im- 
poverishment of the communal economy of stories, 
Anderson does not simply “use” the story as a lit- 
erary form. He makes it a central theme, an object 
of scrutiny to be held up to the reader’s gaze, re- 
volved, and interrogated. In his handling of stories 
as thematic matter, Anderson registers the rising 
skepticism about the cognitive worth of narrative 
itself; he depicts the loss of faith in stories, their 
diminished capacity to connect modern Americans. 


In many cases, Anderson’s concern with nar- 
rative and its ability to inform the lives of people 
remains implicit, though crucial. His four-part 
story, “Godliness,” for example, seems to be pri- 
marily a set of character-sketches of the farmer- 
patriarch Jesse Bentley and his family. Yet two of 
the parts, Part II and Part IV (subtitled “Terror’), 
hinge on a pathological translation into real life of 
stories from the bible: Jesse destroys his relation to 
his beloved grandson David by trying to reenact the 
Old Testament stories through which he interprets 
his experience. 


The other two parts, dealing with Jesse’s trou- 
bled daughter Louise, are more subtly connected to 
the same sort of twisted reading. Her life has been 
tainted at its source, it is suggested, by Jesse’s de- 
sire to live out the biblical succession of patriarchs 
and their sons. In his pursuit of this terrible dream, 
Jesse drives his delicate wife to exhaustion, and at 
the birth of Louise, she dies. As a girl-child, Louise 
can never fit into Jesse’s story. Substituting for any 
more intimate human bond, his inner narrative has 
no place for a girl despite her bothersome presence 
in his outer life. Nor can she look to her mother for 
the tenderness she can never receive from her fa- 
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ther. At her very birth, the child was sacrificed to 
her father’s destructive story. 


Winesburg, Ohio is full of storytellers of dif- 
ferent sorts. Its opening and closing stories present 
the most formal sort: professional writers, artists of 
the word. The prefacing chapter, “The Book of the 
Grotesque,” thus depicts an old writer composing 
a book out of the many “grotesque” characters who 
populate his memory. The concluding story “De- 
parture,” a mirror-image of the opening tale seen 
across time, tracks the young reporter George 
Willard as he leaves Winesburg to become a writer. 


The old writer, lying in his bed, watches “a 
long precession of figures” pass through his mind, 
while on the train taking him to the big city, George 
consigns his life in Winesburg to “a background on 
which to paint the dreams of his manhood.” Though 
Anderson does not explicitly identify the youth and 
the old man, he does suggest that George may be 
destined to become like the old writer, while the 
old man seems to account for his “book of the 
grotesque” by including a story like “Departure,” 
in which a younger version of himself gets free of 
the town that gave him his stock of memories. 


Both the old writer and young George picture 
their life as a broad interior tableau, a novel-like 
prospect of the mind that differs greatly from the 
damaged braggarts, compulsive confessors, and 
tongue-tied sputterers of their old town. Their sort 
of storytelling is uniquely whole, able to encom- 
pass al] the other forms, although it never reduces 
the other storytellers to mere puppets of their liter- 


ary design 


Of the figures of the town, Doctor Reefy in 
“Paper Pills” and Doctor Parcival in “The Philoso- 
pher” together offer a distorted mirror-image of 
these two successful writers. Reefy is a writer, but 
only of scraps and fragments. His words congeal 
into unreadable wads, rather than coalescing into 
an artistic whole. Parcival is also a writer, but a de- 
bilitated one. The doctor claims to have come 
Winesburg to write a book, and George visits him 
to listen to the doctor read from his manuscript. 
Anderson, however, clearly suggests that the doc- 
tor’s book will never be completed. He is too much 
the traditional storyteller to limit his book to a 
rounded, novel-like design: 


The tales that Doctor Parcival told George Willard 
began nowhere and ended nowhere. Sometimes the 
boy thought they must all be inventions, a pack of 
lies. And then again he was convinced that they con- 
tained the very essence of truth. 
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Moreover, even the doctor’s exchange of sto- 
ries with George is marked by an ambiguity. When 
he reads to George from his manuscript, their re- 
lation is that of author to reader; at the same time, 
however, the author and reader sit face-to-face, an 
overlay from the older relation of storyteller to lis- 
tener. In this ambiguity, Anderson subtly suggests 
the grounds of the doctor’s failure as a writer. He 
has not made the break from the already obsolete 
world of Winesburg into the modern urban life of 
the city, the precondition of being a “real” writer. 
The writer must accept the tragic distance between 
the author and his anonymous readers, a distance 
spanned only by a silent book. One does not come 
to Winesburg to become a writer, one escapes from 
it. The doctor headed the wrong way on the train, 
and his book will never be written. He is doomed 
to be, at best, a storyteller in a town that no longer 
believes in stories. 


Opposed to the synthetic vision of the old man 
and George and distinct from the failed doctor- 
writers are such town figures Joe Welling in “A 
Man of Ideas,” Reverend Curtis Hartman in “The 
Strength of God,” and Tom Foster in “Drink.” 
These characters, unlike all the writers, are bound 
to speech. Yet each of the three founders as story- 
teller when he tries to capture his inner, personal 
experience in communicable form. Though Joe 
Welling tries to use narratives to illustrate his ideas, 
the churning motor of his overactive brain makes 
futile his attempt to give them narrative order. The 
result is stories that skirt the edge of sense, leav- 
ing his listeners baffled and dazed: 


Suppose this—suppose all of the wheat, the corn, the 
oats, the peas, the potatoes, were all by some mira- 
cle swept away.... There is a high fence built all 
around us. We’ll suppose that. No one can get over 
the fence and all the fruits of the earth are destroyed, 
nothing left but these wild things, these grasses. 
Would we be done for? 


The Reverend, similarly, bursts in one night on 
George to announce that he has seen God in the 
naked body of the schoolteacher. The reader, filled 
in by Anderson’s narrator about the background to 
this strange declaration, understands it as mean- 
ingful; George, however, lacking all context, takes 
it as nonsense if not insanity. Tom Foster, finally, 
does manage to tell a story about his (imagined) 
love-making to Helen White, but he fails to con- 
vey to George that it is a fantasy, a metaphor seized 
upon to capture his inner experience of being drunk 
for the first time. George, who has seen Helen that 
same night, becomes angry, misunderstanding 
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Tom’s flight of fancy as a slur on Helen’s good 
character. 


One final type of storytelling demands special 
mention: the story not told. This “negative story- 
telling,” implying the existence of a story while re- 
fusing to tell it, is characteristic of the loneliest and 
most disappointed figures of the town: Wing Bid- 
dlebaum in “Hands,” Alice Hindman in “Adven- 
ture,” Seth Richmond in “The Thinker,” and Eimer 
Cowley in “* 
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Queer’. 


Seth Richmond reveals that his refusal of 
words is not simply a lack of something to say, but 
a rejection of contact with those who know how to 
use words superficially, with the community bound 
by stories. His shortcoming points beyond itself to- 
ward an unconventional and more genuine form of 
community—akin to the silent understanding 
achieved by George and Helen in the late story “So- 
phistication.” Explaining to himself his failure to 
express his love to Helen White, Seth concludes, 
“She’ll be embarrassed and feel strange when I’m 
around.... When it comes to loving someone, it 
won’t never be me. It'll be someone else—some 
fool—someone who talks a lot—someone like that 
George Willard.” 


Wing Biddlebaum, whose all-encompassing 
tenderness earned him the fear and hatred of the 
Pennsylvania town from which he fled, a commu- 
nity that saw perversion in a love that went beyond 
its narrow bounds, likewise keeps his story to him- 
self. In all these cases of withheld storytelling, how- 
ever, Anderson’s narrator, implicitly a professional 
writer like the old man or George, steps in to al- 
low their silence to have its word, to take its place 
among the stories actually pronounced. 


Storytelling in Winesburg is not simply a for- 
mal or generic issue, a choice Anderson made be- 
fore a stack of paper about whether to tell little sto- 
ries about many characters or one big story about 
a few characters. The generic uncertainty of the 
work—story collection or novel?—was not the re- 
sult of indecision or literary incompetence, but 
rather the complex outcome of Anderson’s concern 
with the crisis of storytelling itself. 


Storytelling is an invisible actor throughout the 
book. A character’s telling a story or holding it back 
can itself be the crucial “plot” event in a given 
chapter. More than outward incident or even psy- 
chological detail, the different forms and rhythms 
of storytelling are the reader’s main clues to the 
book’s inner design, the primary facts calling for 
further thought and explanation. 
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Source: Tyrus Miller, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1998. 


Sally Adair Rigsby 

In the following excerpt, Rigsby argues that 
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio is concerned with the 
meaning of the feminine and the “relationships be- 
tween the men and women of Winesburg.” 


The meaning Sherwood Anderson gives to the 
characters of women and to the qualities of the fem- 
inine ts an important source of unity in Winesburg, 
Ohio. Anderson identifies the feminine with a per- 
vasive presence of a fragile, hidden “something” 
that corresponds both to the lost potential of each 
of the grotesques and to the secret knowledge that 
each story is structured to reveal. The themes most 
frequently identified as the unifying forces of 
Winesburg, Ohio, the failure of communication and 
the development of the artist, are closely related to 
Anderson’s focus on the meaning of the feminine. 
In Winesburg, Ohio communication is blocked be- 
cause of the devaluation of the feminine qualities 
of vulnerability and tenderness even though the 
artist’s creativity springs from deep feelings of vi- 
tality which Anderson associates with the feminine. 

Through one of Enoch Robinson’s paintings in 
“Loneliness,” Anderson creates an image that re- 
veals his vision of a woman’s condition in Wines- 
burg and of her potential power. The painting is of 
а тап driving down a road to Winesburg. The look 
on the man’s face indicates that he is vaguely aware 
of “something hidden” behind “a clump of elders” 
beside the road. Enoch longs for his critics to see 
this hidden subject, an essence so beautiful and pre- 
cious that it could not be rendered directly: 


“It’s a woman and, oh, she is lovely! She is hurt and 
is suffering but she makes no sound. Don’t you see 
how it is? She lies quite still, white and still, and the 
beauty comes out from her and spreads over every- 
thing. It is in the sky back there and all around every- 
where. I didn’t try to paint the woman, of course. She 
is too beautiful to be painted.” 


Enoch’s painting portrays precisely the condi- 
tion of the female characters who inhabit Wines- 
burg. The women are “invisible” because their real 
identities are eclipsed by their social roles. The re- 
lationships between the men and women of Wines- 
burg are corrupted and uncreative, for their accep- 
tance of conventional sexual roles prevents them 
from experiencing the genuine communication that 
comes when relationships are equal and reciprocal. 
The neediness, frustration, and failure that encom- 
pass the lives of Louise Bentley, Alice Hindman, 
Elizabeth Willard, and Kate Swift are the result of 
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the discrepancy between their own capacity for in- 
timacy, affection, and creativity and the inability of 
others, especially the men in their lives, to “see” or 
to relate to who they really are. In Enoch’s paint- 
ing, as in Anderson’s stories, the beauty and suf- 
fering of woman become visible only through art 
that brings to a level of conscious awareness what 
is unrecognized by conventional society. 


It is in his characterization of Louise Bentley 
that Anderson shows best the suffering of women 
that results from the devaluation of feminine needs 
and aspirations. Louise is completely rejected by 
her father because, as a female, she is an unac- 
ceptable heir. She is ignored and unloved as a child, 
and her vulnerability is heightened by her instinct 
to value relationships intensely. As a young girl, 
Louise has a remarkably intelligent and mature vi- 
sion of what is necessary for human intimacy. She 
imagines that Winesburg is a place where rela- 
tionships are natural, spontaneous, and reciprocal: 
“,.. Men and women must live happily and freely, 
giving and taking friendship and affection as one 
takes the feel of a wind on the cheek.” Louise turns 
to John Hardy in search of a friend who will un- 
derstand her dream. She seeks from her husband 
an intimate exchange of feelings and thoughts. 
Hardy seems kind and patient; however, his vision 
of Louise’s humanity is limited to his own very in- 
adequate concept of “wife”.... 


To Hardy, Louise is a sexual object whose hu- 
man voice he suppresses by kisses which are not a 
mark of affection but an unconscious means of ig- 
noring and belittling his wife’s desperate effort to 
be her deepest self. Louise’s complete defeat in the 
denial of her personhood by her father and her hus- 
band is expressed in her rejection of her child: “ ‘It 
is aman child and will get what it wants anyway.... 
Had it been a woman child there is nothing in the 
world I would not have done for it.’” Anderson’s 
point is that in her surrender to marriage Louise 
surrenders all hope that her gift for friendship and 
affection will be realized. 


Through the story of Alice Hindman, Ander- 
son shows how the conventional sexual morality of 
Winesburg works against the fulfillment of 
women’s needs. Alice is clearly morally superior 
to her lover, Ned Currie, and is capable of a much 
finer quality of relationship than he is. Just as Ned 
is contemplating inviting her to become his mis- 
tress, Alice proposes that she go to the city to live 
and work with him until they are sufficiently es- 
tablished to marry. Unable to comprehend the spirit 
of independence and equality Alice envisions, Ned 
demands that she wait for him in Winesburg, forc- 
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ing her into a passive dependency which denies her 
the sustained relationship she needs. Their brief 
sexual intimacy is so sacred to Alice that she feels 
bound to Ned in a spiritual marriage even when 
years of waiting prove he has abandoned her. De- 
spite her economic and legal independence, Alice 
Hindman is as much imprisoned by marriage as 
Louise Bentley is, for she has no understanding of 
Anderson’s concept of “the growing modern idea 
of a woman’s owning herself and giving and tak- 
ing for her own ends in life.” 


The tragic loss which characterizes the lives of 
Louise Bentley and Alice Hindman and the ac- 
companying shriveling of their sexuality and their 
capacity for affection suggest that Anderson re- 
garded the failure to find fulfillment in love as a 
crucial issue of female identity. The natural, reci- 
procal relationships which Louise Bentley and Al- 
ice Hindman envision are a reasonable expectation; 
however, Anderson shows that the patriarchal mar- 
riages of Winesburg preclude the possibility of 
achieving the intimacy of equal relationships. 
When they are not related to as persons, and no 
emotional or spiritual dimension emerges in the 
marriage relationship, all possibility for sexual sat- 
isfaction is completely lost to the women. The mar- 
riages of Louise Bentley and Elizabeth Willard are 
in no sense real to them except as a legal duty. Fur- 
thermore, the social pressure to limit feelings of in- 
timacy to monogamous matriage denies the women 
of Winesburg any legitimate way of establishing 
the kind of relationships they need. When women 
are subordinates, the institution of marriage be- 
comes a social means of controlling their natural 
instincts for love and self-actualization.... 
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Once the theme of the suffering of women is 
identified, it becomes obvious that an emphasis on 
the crippled feminine dimension of life permeates 
Winesburg, Ohio. The image of Elizabeth Willard, 
“tall and gaunt” with her face “marked with small- 
pox scars,” is repeated in the wounded bodies of 
other overworked and suffering women who hover 
in the background: Dr. Parcival’s mother with her 
“red, sad-looking eyes,” Joe Welling’s mother, “a 
grey, silent woman with a peculiar ashy complex- 
ion,” Tom Foster’s grandmother whose worn hands 
look like “the dried stems of an old creeping vine.” 
The general abuse of women is captured most 
vividly in “Paper Pills’ when a young girl is so 
frightened of the lust of her suitor that she dreams 
“he had bitten into her body and that his jaws were 
dripping.”’... 

Through the character of Elizabeth Willard, 
Anderson shows that the urge for creative self- 
expression is an extension of the basic feminine in- 
stinct for intimacy. Restless and energetic, Eliza- 
beth dreams of becoming an actress in a big city. 
Her fantasy is a symbolic expression of her need 
to develop the full range of her personality and to 
achieve the artistic expression that would bring her 
into intimate communion with the world. Like 
Louise Bentley and Alice Hindman, Elizabeth’s 
openness to life makes her open to sexual rela- 
tionships. Her lovers, the traveling men who stay 
in her father’s hotel, are her only means of touch- 
ing the larger and more vital life of the cities. When 
she turns to marriage as the conventional solution 
to her restlessness, Elizabeth quickly discovers that 
the “secret something” growing within her is killed 
by her insensitive husband. Unable to extend the 
boundaries of her life, Elizabeth creates dramatic 
roles for herself in an effort to be the person she 
can only vaguely imagine. In “Mother,” when she 
is determined to protect the creativity of her son 
from her husband’s materialistic ambitions, Eliza- 
beth uses theatrical make-up to transform herself 
into the powerful woman who can kill the “evil 
voice” of Tom Willard. 


Just as Elizabeth Willard imagines, women can 
transform themselves through their own creative 
powers. In fact, Anderson suggests that the cre- 
ativity of the feminine is such an energized force 
in these sensitive women that a moment of crisis 
can release deep feelings that have been suppressed 
for years. In these “adventures,” the bodies of the 
women are transformed to reveal their hidden 
power. When Louise Bentley fears her son is lost, 
all of her capacities for motherly care flow out to 
embrace him. To David Hardy, the voice of his 
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mother is “like rain falling on trees,” and her face 
becomes “the most peaceful and lovely thing he 
had ever seen.” In Alice Hindman’s “adventure,” 
the rain releases her suppressed spontaneity; the 
imagery of falling rain and of leaping and running 
reveals the potential of Alice’s sexual passion and 
creative vitality. Kate Swift’s scarred face is trans- 
formed when she walks the winter streets of 
Winesburg: “... Her features were as the features 
of a tiny goddess on a pedestal in a garden in the 
dim light of a summer evening.” Elizabeth 
Willard’s wild drive into the country, which she de- 
scribes to Dr. Reefy in “Death,” expresses the 
mounting tension of her desire to transcend the lim- 
itations of her life. The black clouds, the green 
trees, and the falling rain (symbols of the natural, 
reproductive processes of the earth) represent the 
vital, spontaneous, and creative life Elizabeth is 
seeking but cannot quite comprehend. 


The language that describes these “adventures” 
links the moments of feminine self-actualization to 
the rich beauty of nature and to the spiritual trans- 
formation associated with creative inspiration and 
mystical religion. The “something” which Eliza- 
beth Willard is seeking is a more humane life in 
which her sexuality, her need for intimacy, her cre- 
ativity, and her spirituality, can be fully realized, 
harmonized, and expressed: a life in which the 
wholeness of her selfhood might be recognized and 
appreciated by some other human being. Years 
later, in her encounter with Dr. Reefy, Elizabeth 
glimpses momentarily the magnitude and signifi- 
cance of the emotions she has experienced. In the 
excitement of describing her “adventure” to her 
friend, she transforms herself into the gifted actress 
who can miraculously “project herself out of the 
husk” of an old, tired body into the image of “a 
lovely and innocent girl.” Dr. Reefy is entranced 
by the beauty and rhythm of Elizabeth’s body, the 
symbolic expression of her hidden capacity to 
move with life and to express her creative vitality. 
This moment of communion in “Death” is the ex- 
perience of liberating, intimate understanding 
which all of the Winesburg characters are seeking. 
The intimacy is achieved because Dr. Reefy pos- 
sesses the sensitivity and wisdom that enable him 
to see and appreciate the hidden identity of a 
woman: ““You dear! You lovely dear! Oh you 
lovely dear! ” When the moment is broken by their 
fear of an intruder, Elizabeth turns to death as the 
only lover who can receive her full identity. 


Elizabeth Willard hopes that her creative dri- 
ves will be expressed through her son; however, 
not until her death does George acquire the qual- 
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ity of feeling necessary for the artist. The progress 
of his development toward that goal is revealed by 
the nature of his relationships with women. Early 
in Winesburg, Ohio in “Nobody Knows,” George 
takes advantage of the subordinate position of 
Louise Trunnion, impersonally using her for sex- 
ual adventure. Proud, satisfied, and egotistical, 
George divorces himself completely from any pos- 
sible affiliation with Louise, for he sees women 
only as objects to be used to expand his own sense 
of personal power. In “The Thinker,” a story at the 
midpoint of the collection, George brags that he 
plans to fall in love with Helen White to get mate- 
rial for a story. Yet, beneath his nonchalance there 
is the hint of a deeper self in George which grad- 
ually emerges through a series of encounters with 
Kate Swift, Belle Carpenter, his mother, and He- 
len White. 


Kate Swift is eager to share with George her 
love of art and her understanding of life. However, 
George understands Kate’s earnest seriousness as 
evidence that she is in love with him, and his mind 
becomes filled with “lustful thoughts” about her. 
Thus, in “Teacher,” when Kate comes to him ablaze 
with the intensity of her desire “to open the door 
of life,” his sexual desire kindles her own, and she 
loses touch with the intellectual, spiritual, and cre- 
ative potentials of her emotion. At last, however, 
George begins to perceive that there is something 
more to be communicated between men and 
women than physical encounter; he knows that he 
is missing something important that Kate Swift is 
trying to tell him. 

Gradually his boyish superficiality fades, and 
in “An Awakening” George consciously begins his 
search for those truths that will give order and 
meaning to his life. However, the moment the thrill 
of a new insight comes to him, he is eager to share 
it with a woman, not in order to enrich a relation- 
ship but to have the pleasure of releasing physi- 
cally his new surge of energy. George’s spiritual 
experience merely heightens his grandiose egocen- 
tricity, and he plans to use his new self-confidence 
to win sexual mastery over a potent and challeng- 
ing woman. As George walks with Belle Carpen- 
ter, unaware that they are pursued by her lover, he 
becomes “half drunk with the sense of masculine 
power.” However, when he is duped by the older 
couple, George’s sudden loss of power becomes 
precisely the reversal of fortunes his character 
needs. 

Although the Winesburg stories are loosely 
connected and do not generally follow any logical 
sequence, the stories that show George Willard’s 
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growing understanding of the meaning of the fem- 
inine do progress sequentially. In the last third of 
the collection, George’s increasing sensitivity to 
women is extended through his initiation into suf- 
fering. In “An Awakening” George is tricked and 
humiliated; in the following story, “Queer,” he is 
knocked “half unconscious” by the force of Elmer 
Cowley’s undirected efforts to express himself. In 
“Drink” George tries to defend Helen White’s good 
name from Tom Foster’s drunken fantasies but, in- 
stead, becomes deeply moved by the young man’s 
sincere effort to understand and experience suffer- 
ing. The story is a humorous, indirect, and under- 
stated preparation for “Death....” 


The sensitivity that comes to George as a re- 
sult of his mother’s death and his vision of her spir- 
itual beauty prepare him for his experience with 
Helen White in “Sophistication.” “Sophistication” 
is a very slight story, actually a denouement of the 
two climactic moments in “Death ” when Elizabeth 
Willard’s true identity is recognized. However, the 
story is profoundly meaningful when it is read with 
an awareness of the thematic significance of An- 
derson’s portrayal of the devaluation of the femi- 
nine throughout Winesburg, Ohio. At the end of the 
story Anderson describes the satisfaction Helen 
White and George Willard have achieved through 
their relationship: 


For some reason they could not have explained they 
had both got from their silent evening together the 
thing needed. Man or boy, woman or girl, they had 
for a moment taken hold of the thing that makes the 
mature life of men and women in the modern world 
possible. 


The tone and placement of this passage make 
it clearly a key thematic statement; yet, there is very 
little clarity in the passage itself or even in the story 
about exactly what the “thing” is that Helen and 
George have experienced. The various interpreta- 
tions of the passage which focus on the theme of 
communication are accurate enough, but the 
episode itself as well as Anderson’s emphasis on 
“the mature life of men and women” certainly in- 
dicate that the focus of his concern is not just hu- 
man relationships generally but the special prob- 
lems of communication between men and women. 
It is against the background of Anderson’s presen- 
tation throughout Winesburg, Ohio of the suffering 
of women and their unfulfilled relationships with 
men that the encounter of these two young people 
can best be appreciated. 


The positive nature of the experience which 
George and Helen share is a product of their mu- 
tual treasuring of those tender, vital feelings that 
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Anderson associates with the feminine. Both are 
aware of a fragile, new self that is alive in each of 
them; their silent communion gives these sensitive 
feelings the nurturing that is needed. Despite their 
youth and inexperience, they momentarily share a 
relationship that is trusting and reciprocal, for in 
George and Helen, Anderson creates characters 
who are free of sexual role expectations. It is ap- 
propriate that Helen and George should recapture 
the joyful, natural spirit of childhood when males 
and females meet in relationships that are equal. 
Their release of emotions in spontaneous playful- 
ness is integrated with their mature, brooding re- 
flection on the transience of life. George’s aware- 
ness of the reality of death and of his own finitude 
is his “sophistication,” but he has also learned that 
he needs to share this new knowledge with a 
woman, for “he believes that a woman will be gen- 
tle, that she will understand.” His acceptance of He- 
len as a spiritual mediator indicates that George’s 
masculinity is balanced by the feminine qualities 
of tenderness and gentleness, an integration that 
Anderson suggests is necessary for the artist. 


The conclusion of “Sophistication” suggests 
that Winesburg, Ohio is intended to be a prophetic 
statement about the quality of the relationships of 
men and women in the modern world. That 
prophetic tone is even more direct in “Tandy,” a 
story that seems to have been created primarily as 
an invocation of the woman of the future. The 
drunken man who defines the meaning of Tandy 
expresses the view of the feminine that pervades 
Winesburg, Ohio: 


“There is a woman coming.... Perhaps of all men I 
alone understand.... I know about her struggles and 
her defeats. It is because of her defeats that she is to 
me the lovely one. Out of her defeats has been born 
a new quality in woman.... It 1s the quality of being 
strong to be loved.... Be brave enough to dare to be 
loved. Be something more than man or woman. Be 
Tandy.” 


The suffering of women, Anderson argues, 
will lead to the evolution of a new kind of woman 
who will insist that sexual roles be transcended and 
that she be loved as a human being, an event that 
Anderson suggests 1s as much needed by men as it 
is by women.... 


Throughout Winesburg, Ohio Anderson asso- 
ciates the feminine with a quality of feeling that is 
delicate and intangible; it is a tender nuance, a tran- 
sient moment of intimacy, a creative, secret some- 
thing growing within the self, a slight quiver of in- 
sight that seems to hold great promise. Anderson’s 
mode of presentation of the feminine is as appro- 
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priate as the invisibility of the woman in Enoch 
Robinson’s painting, for Winesburg, Ohio presents 
a microcosm of the modern world in which the po- 
tential of the feminine has not yet been realized. 

Source: Sally Adair Rigsby, “The Feminine in Winesburg, 


Ohio,” in Studies in American Fiction. Vol. 9, No. 2, au- 
tumn, 1981, pp. 233-44. 


George D. Murphy 

In the following essay, Murphy categorizes 
characters according to their “responses to sexual 
emotion” and follows this theme throughout the en- 
tire novel. 


One of the bits of learning which students of 
modern literature treasure up against their exami- 
nations is the notion that Sherwood Anderson was 
an American equivalent of D. H. Lawrence.... In- 
deed, Irving Howe, the critic who has been most 
insistent upon Anderson’s debt to Lawrence, has 
pointed out that even Anderson’s most “sex- 
centered” work reveals that “for the man who wrote 
those novels sex was a source of deep anxiety.” 


Nowhere is the weight and tenor of the evi- 
dence for this anxiety quite so impressive as in 
Winesburg, Ohio, the early work on which Ander- 
son’s greatly depleted reputation now almost en- 
tirely depends. In that work he displays an ex- 
tremely hesitant, almost puritanical attitude toward 
physical sexuality which seems to have been con- 
siderably more Platonic than Lawrencian or 
Freudian in its complexion. In fact, most of the ma- 
jor characters in Winesburg “may be seen as illus- 
trating this markedly cautious attitude toward sex 
on the part of their creator, and ... [that] attitude 
exerts a controlling influence upon the form and 
theme of the book....” 


The majority of Winesburg’s grotesques can 
be classified into four distinct types on the basis of 
their responses to sexual emotion: the first type 
consists of those who are repelled by their sexual 
feelings and desperately seek to avoid the fact of 
sex altogether. The second is devoted to those who 
complacently accept sex and cannot see beyond it, 
while the third group embraces those who, though 
they wistfully apprehend a state of feeling which 
transcends the merely sexual, are compelled by cir- 
cumstance to settle for sex. Finally, there is that 
very important group of initiates who perceive the 
role of sexuality in Anderson’s own terms and ex- 
perience it as a prelude—a material reflection of a 
kind of Platonic perfection of the soul. 


Familiar examples of the first type—the char- 
acters whose grotesqueness derives from their in- 
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ability to accept the gross fact of sex—are Wash 
Williams (“Respectability”), the telegrapher who 
went berserk when brusquely confronted with his 
naked wife, and Enoch Robinson (“Loneliness”), 
the childlike, schizoid artist who, to his pain, kept 
“bumping against things, against actualities like 
money and sex and opinion” and whose precious 
fantasy life was destroyed by contact with an ac- 
tual woman. Another of this company is Wings 
Biddlebaum (“Hands”), the inspired teacher whose 
hands were vital to his communication and who had 
been accused of homosexuality on the basis of the 
fantasies of a half-witted student. Wings is very of- 
ten cited as a victim of the low-brow’s intolerance 
of the life of the spirit, but his real tragedy seems 
to me to lie in his own demoralizing recognition of 
the essential truth of the embattled farmers’ 
charges. For Wings is of the homosexual persua- 
sion, or, as Anderson puts it, “In their feelings for 
the boys under their charge such men are not un- 
like the finer sort of women in their love of men.”’... 


Very few of the grotesques in Winesburg fall 
into [the] second classification—that is, the frankly 
and uncomplicatedly sexual. One of them, how- 
ever, is Will Henderson, the newspaper owner and 
George Willard’s employer, who is, as Anderson 
styles him, “a sensualist,” and who, at the begin- 
ning of “The Philosopher,” figures in as explicit a 
bit of moral allegory as ever Hawthorne created: 
one of Will’s cronies is the bartender Tom Willy, 
whose hands are blotched by crimson birthmarks, 
and, as he and the newspaper owner talked of wom- 
anizing, “he grew more and more excited” and the 
red of his fingers deepened. “It was as though the 
hands had been dipped in blood that had dried and 
faded.” This scene, which is so evocative of bloody, 
violent sexuality, is juxtaposed with George 
Willard’s philosophical conversations with Parci- 
val. Art Wilson, the butcher’s son of “Awakening,” 
is another of the sensualists whose chief use is to 
be employed in one of these contrapuntal tableaux, 
for as he sits in the pool room, spitting and talking 
of whores, George Willard is portrayed as wan- 
dering through the moonlit night entertaining a vi- 
sion of cosmic love and order. Belle Carpenter and 
Ed Handby are a pair of full sublunary lovers who 
figure in the same story. Their love is depicted as 
restricted to the sensual order, condemned to sex- 
uality for its expression, and, when George Willard 
unwittingly intrudes into their relationship, to vio- 
lence. 


Throughout Winesburg Anderson seems to 
have been establishing a connection between sex- 
ual ardor and violence. Certainly Dr. Reefy’s young 
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wife (“Paper Pills”) made that connection subcon- 
sciously when, before her marriage, she was 
haunted by a nightmare in which one of her suit- 
ors “had bitten into her body and ... his jaws were 
dripping.” She married Dr. Reefy—who figures as 
a kind of wise mystical guru to his young wife and 
to Elizabeth Willard—after she watched him pull 
a tooth from a patient, thereby exorcising, or, if you 
will, symbolically castrating, the ravenous sexual 
monster of her dreams. 


George Willard’s mother, Elizabeth, is the 
most pathetic representative of the third category 
of grotesques to be discovered in Winesburg. These 
are the sexually injured and insulted, those who, 
though they are tantalizingly aware of the possi- 
bility of a more satisfying mode of communication, 
confuse it at a critical time in their lives with sex- 
uality and are condemned to an existence of dreary 
frustration as a consequence. In her youth George’s 
mother had been visited by a great restlessness and 
a yearning for “some big definite movement to her 
life,” and had sought relief in the specious glam- 
our of sex with the travelling men who frequented 
her father’s hotel and with her husband-to-be, Tom 
Willard. In sexuality “she felt for a time released 
and happy,” but the satisfaction was ephemeral and, 
when we first encounter her in “Mother,” she is 
broken and despondent, hoping only that her son 
will somehow manage to achieve the freedom of 
expression that she had once glimpsed.... 


[These] three categories of grotesques may be 
regarded as constituting a paradigm of the clue to 
the thematic unity of Winesburg which Anderson 
himself supplied in the gnomic “Book of the 
Grotesque” with which he prefaced the volume. 
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There he put it forward that spiritual deformity 
must result from the kind of obsessive rigidity 
which selects only one “truth” from the multitude 
which make up reality. The Wash Williamses of 
the world can only comprehend the “truth” that sex 
can be gross, violent and repulsive. The Will Hen- 
dersons can only see the “truth” that sex is a pow- 
erful, absorbing and attractive force, while the Eliz- 
abeth Willards ... dimly descry another “truth” 
about life but, to their cost, confuse it with sex. Al- 
though the Elizabeth Willards come close, none of 
these characters appreciates the point that Ander- 
son seemed to be trying to establish, and that is that 
there can be many “truths” about sex, just as there 
can be many “truths” about life, and that the most 
comprehensive of these truths is that while sex can 
be gross, violent, and degrading, it can, when sub- 
limated, be tremendously inspiring, lifting the per- 
sonality into a higher stage of consciousness. 

The Winesburg characters who attain to this 
last view of sexuality fall into the fourth and most 
thematically significant category... and, on the in- 
ternal evidence, Anderson appears to have regarded 
them as constituting a sort of spiritual elite. They 
are Love’s Elect, those who have approached the 
final stages of that mystical mode of communica- 
tion Anderson so highly prized. Their company 
numbers Dr. Reefy, the Reverend Curtis Hartman 
(“The Strength of God”), Kate Swift (“The 
Teacher’), Tom Foster (“Drink”), and George 
Willard. In every case they are presented as being 
in the grip of a strong physical passion which, for 
one reason or another, they do not consummate. 
Rather, they sublimate their desire and, by avoid- 
ing the trap of a merely sensual mode of commu- 
nication, are admitted to a plane of consciousness 
where communication operates in terms of an 
imaginative, mystical sympathy. These folk, at 
least, manage to grasp two of the paradoxical truths 
which Anderson sets forth in “The Book of the 
Grotesque”—“‘the truth of virginity and the truth of 
passion.” 


“You must not try to make love definite,” says 
Dr. Reefy to Elizabeth Willard. He had loved her 
chastely for years, and he goes on to say, “If you 
try to be definite and sure about it ... the long hot 
day of disappointment comes swiftly....” Gentle 
Tom Foster of “Drink” had had an early experience 
of the more definite and violent aspects of love as 
a youngster in Cincinnati and had determined “that 
he would put sex altogether out of his own life.” 
But he was human and young, and one spring he 
fell in love with Helen White, the banker’s daugh- 
ter with whom all the youth of Winesburg dallied 
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in their fantasies. He resolved his emotional 
dilemma in a most peculiar and deliberate way: he 
neither repressed nor physically indulged his emo- 
tion, but allowed himself to “think of Helen White 
whenever her figure came into his mind and only 
concerned himself with the manner of his 
thoughts.” The manner of his thoughts took a mys- 
tical turn, and one night, with the aid of a little al- 
cohol, he conceived of her in terms of images of 
flame and wind. It was all over in one night, and, 
as Anderson pointedly remarks, “no one in Wines- 
burg was any the worse for Tom’s outbreak.” And 
Tom himself was all the better for his expansion of 
consciousness, for, as he said to George Willard 
later, “I want to learn things, you see. That’s why 
I did it.” 

The Reverend Curtis Hartman (“The Strength 
of God”) had felt his life become stale and empty; 
he had come to dread delivering his weekly sermon 
and “dreamed of the day when a strong sweet new 
current of power would come like a great wind into 
his voice and his soul and the people would trem- 
ble before the spirit of God made manifest in him.” 
Instead he is visited by an awesome lust for the 
teacher Kate Swift. In a bit of strenuous allegory, 
Anderson depicts him as seeing her in her bedroom 
through a chink in the stained-glass window of his 
church. Night after night he watched her, racked 
by his conscience, yet unable to repress his pas- 
sion. He had almost determined to throw over his 
cure of souls and become a “creature of carnal 
lusts,” declaring that man “has no right to forget he 
is an animal,” when he noticed that Kate, who is 
now naked, has begun to weep and to pray. In- 
stantly his lust is quite sublimated away, and his 
desire for her as a woman is replaced by a sympa- 
thy and concern for her as a person. As he tells the 
baffled George Willard later that night, “After ten 
years in this town, God has manifested himself to 
me in the body of a woman....” 


Earlier on the same night that the Reverend 
Hartman was to undergo his revelation, Kate, who 
was “the most eagerly passionate soul” among the 
inhabitants of Winesburg, sets out in search of 
George Willard, an ex-pupil in whom “she had rec- 
ognized the spark of genius.” On another occasion 
she had been filled with a “passionate desire to 
have him understand the import of life,” and their 
interview had closed with a kiss from which she 
broke away, declaring angrily that “it will be ten 
years before you begin to understand what I mean 
when I talk to you.” But on this fateful evening 
she became again possessed by the impulse to 
communicate with George, to try again “to open 
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the door of life” for the boy whose potential for 
communication she had divined, and once again 
the attempted moment of epiphany was obscured 
by sexual excitement. “So strong was her passion 
that it became something physical,” and she al- 
lowed George to take her into his arms, only to 
break away, leaving him alone, confused and 
“swearing furiously.” It is Kate’s frustration at be- 
ing unable to communicate with George which 
precipitates the moment of despair in her bedroom. 
And, ironically, it is the sight of that despair that 
brings about the dramatic enlargement of the Rev- 
erend Hartman’s understanding of humanity. 
George Willard, however, had managed to confuse 
the Reverend’s exaltation with madness and Kate’s 
compassionate concern with garden-variety lu- 
bricity, and he goes to bed that night mattering, “I 
have missed something.” He has indeed some- 
thing, but he will not have to wait ten years until 
he begins to understand what it is. 


Several years ago, Edwin Fussell [in “Wines- 
burg, Ohio: Art and Isolation,” Modern Fiction 
Studies, V1 (summer, 1960), pp. 106-14] addressed 
himself to the popular critical exercise of attempt- 
ing to isolate the unifying elements which make 
Winesburg something more than a series of loosely 
articulated short stories. Wondering whether the 
simple themes of “loneliness and isolation” were 
really enough to account for the work’s cumulative 
effect, Fussell argued persuasively that the real 
unity of the work is not to be found among the 
grotesques themselves, but rather in their relation 
to George Willard. Winesburg, he felt, is in the tra- 
dition of the Bildungsroman, and in it we may ob- 
serve at work the theme of George Willard’s mat- 
uration as an artist. My reading of Winesburg has 
brought it home to me that Fussell is essentially 
correct in his appreciation of the fact that George 
Willard’s development as an artist is central to the 
meaning of the work, but it has also suggested that 
the Bildungsroman view of Winesburg may be en- 
larged to include the complementary theme of 
George’s development from a merely passionate, 
dull sublunary lover to the stage of becoming an 
initiate of the more Platonic aspects of human love. 
At the book’s end George too seems to have 
grasped the simultaneous and arcane truths of vir- 
ginity and passion. 

In the early episode called “Nobody Knows,” 
we observe George Willard’s conduct of his first 
amorous affair in concert with the obliging Louise 
Trunnion. His approach to Louise is marked by 
adolescent awe and shy terror, but, once he has had 
her, he comports himself like any other coarse, rus- 
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tic roaring-boy, desiring to boast of his conquest 
while at the same time meanly assuring himself that 
“she hasn’t got anything on me.” The incident is 
entirely physical and egotistical with none of the 
expansion of consciousness and the quality of com- 
munion which Anderson so valued. A little later in 
the book—in the twin episodes of “The Strength of 
God” and “The Teacher”—-we see that George still 
takes a most mundane view of the nature of human 
passion as he utterly fails to appreciate the quality 
of the emotions animating the Reverend Hartman 
and Kate Swift. It is, in fact, not until we reach the 
adventure which is aptly called “An Awakening” 
that we see any notable tendency in George to view 
love on any but the most basic terms. Here we dis- 
cover George in the toils of a frustrated physical 
passion for Belle Carpenter which becomes con- 
verted into a mystical yearning for self-expression 
of a more abstract nature than the merely sexual. 
Some little time after this, George’s encounter with 
the gentle, mystical Tom Foster is described in 
“Drink,” and the stage is set for George’s initiation 
into the company of Love’s Elect in “Death” and 
“Sophistication.” 

A remarkable experience overtakes George at 
the death-bed of his mother. He has come there un- 
willingly, for he has had to break an appointment 
with Helen White to do so and, even as he stands 
by his mother’s corpse, he is preoccupied by per- 
sistent sexual fantasies: “He closed his eyes and 
imagined that the red young lips of Helen White 
touched his own lips.” So absorbing were these 
imaginings that his “body trembled” and “his hands 
shook,” and then, as Anderson simply puts it, 
“something happened.” George became convinced 
that it was not the corpse of his mother before him, 
but rather the “unspeakably lovely” body of a 
young and graceful living girl. Running out of the 
room, and “urged by some impulse outside him- 
self,’ George exclaimed, “The dear, the dear, oh 
the lovely dear,” thereby unconsciously echoing the 
words uttered years before by Dr. Reefy when, for 
a moment, he held the living Elizabeth Willard in 
his arms. 


Although the symbolism here cannot be sub- 
jected to any very precise analysis in terms of con- 
ventional discourse, I believe that the conversion 
of George’s sexual impulses into a vision of his 
mother as a young and desirable girl is more than 
simply Oedipal, and emphasizes instead the subtle 
connection which Anderson discerned between 
eros and agapé—between a specific, egocentric 
sexual desire and a generalized love and sympathy 
for humanity. 


In any event, George’s attitude toward Helen 
White has changed considerably in “Sophistica- 
tion,” Winesburg’s penultimate episode. Here An- 
derson shows us George Willard as he and Helen 
walk out together one evening to the deserted fair 
ground. This is a tender interlude, and he and He- 
len hold hands and kiss, but Anderson takes espe- 
cial care to indicate that the nature of their rela- 
tionship is now more than simply sexual, and 
indeed, that the physical aspect of love would con- 
stitute a profanation of the feeling that had taken 
hold of them, the feeling that “makes the mature 
life of men and women in the modern world pos- 
sible.” There is a sense of communion between 
them, but there is also the sad knowledge of the es- 
sential and inviolate loneliness that must tinge all 
mature affection. In describing the state of 
George’s mind as this bittersweet emotion replaces 
his earlier desire, Anderson employs an almost 
Manichaean imagery: “In youth there are always 
two forces fighting in people. The warm unthink- 
ing little animal struggles against ... the more so- 
phisticated thing [that] had possession of George 
Willard.” 


Standing in the deserted fairground, George 
felt a “reverence for Helen. He wanted to love and 
to be loved by her but he did not want at the mo- 
ment to be confused by her womanhood.” On this 
note, one which is reminiscent of the arcane code 
of Courtly Love, George Willard may be said to 
have completed, in Anderson’s terms, his novitiate 
in art, in life, and in love. An ardent candidate for 
experience, he has sublimated his passion and 
achieved, for the moment at least, the delicate 
equipoise between “the truth of virginity and the 
truth of passion.” 


Source: George D. Murphy, “The Theme of Sublimation in 
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio” tn Modern Fiction Studies, 
Vol. 13, No. 2, summer, 1967, pp. 237-46. 
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The Women of Brewster Place depicts seven coura- 
geous black women struggling to survive life’s 
harsh realities. Since the book was first published 
in 1982, critics have praised Gloria Naylor’s char- 
acters. They contend that her vivid portrayal of the 
women, their relationships, and their battles repre- 
sents the same intense struggle al] human beings 
face in their quest for long, happy lives. For ex- 
ample, in a review published in Freedomways, 
Loyle Hairston says that the characters “ ... throb 
with vitality amid the shattering of their hopes and 
dreams.” Many commentators have noted the same 
deft touch with the novel’s supporting characters; 
in fact, Hairston also notes, “Other characters are 
... equally well-drawn.” 


Most critics consider Naylor one of America’s 
most talented contemporary African-American au- 
thors. Her success probably stems from her explo- 
ration of the African-American experience, and her 
desire to “... help us celebrate voraciously that 
which is ours,” as she tells Bellinelli in the mter- 
view series, In Black and White. She stresses that 
African Americans must maintain their identity in 
a world dominated by whites. Hairston, however, 
believes Naylor sidesteps the real racial issues. In 
his Freedomways review, he says of The Women 
of Brewster Place: “Naylor’s first effort seems to 
fal] in with most of the fiction being published to- 
day, which bypasses provocative social themes to 
play, instead, in the shallower waters of isolated 
personal relationships.” 
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Author Biography 


The oldest of three girls, Naylor was bor in 
New York City on January 25, 1950. Her family 
moved several imes dunng her childhood, living 
at different times in a housing project in upper 
Bronx, a Harlem apartment building, and in 
Queens, When Naylor graduated from high school 
in 1968, she became a minister for the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. To fund her work as a minister, she 
lived with her parents and worked as a switchboard 
operator. In 1974, Naylor moved first to North Car- 
olina and then to Florida to practice full-time min- 
istry, but had to work in fasi-food restaurants and 
as a telephone operator to help support her religious 
work. She left the Jehovah's Witnesses in 1975 and 
moved back home; shorily after returning to New 
York. she suffered a nervous breakdown. 


Later that year, Naylor began to study nursing 
at Medgar Evers College, then transferred to Brook- 
lyn College of CUNY to study English. Two years 
later, she read Toni Mornson’s The Bluest Eye, it 
was the first time she had read a novel wnitten by a 
black woman. Dismayed to learn that there were 
very few books writen by black wormen about black 
women, she began 10 believe that her education in 
northem integrated schools had deprived her of 
leaming about the long tradition of black history 
and literature. She resolved to write about her her- 
itage—the black woman in America. She completed 
The Women of Brewster Place in 1981, the same 
year she received her Bachelor of Arts degree. 


Naylor earned a Master of Ans degree in Afro- 
Amencan Studies from Yale University in 1983. 
That same year, she received the American Boak 
Award for Best First Novel, served as wniter-in-res- 
idence at Cummington Community of the Arts, and 
was a visiting lecturer al George Washington Uni- 
versity. Since 1983, Naylor has condinued to write, 
lecture, and receive awards for her wrung. 


Naylor attributes the success of The Women of 
Brewster Place as well as ber other novels to her 
ability to infuse her work with personal experience. 
While Naylor's characters are ficuonal, they im- 
mortalize ihe spirit of her owo grandmother, great 
aunl, and mother. 


Plot Summary 


Glona Naylor's The Women of Brewster Place 
is made up of seven stones of the women who live 
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on Brewster Place, a dead end street cut off from 
the city by a wall. 


Mattie Michael 

Maties joumey to Brewster Place begins in 
cural Tennessee, but when she becomes pregnant 
she leaves town to avoid her father’s wrath. For a 
while she manages to eam just enough money 10 
pay rent on the room she shares with her baby, 
Basil. One night a rat bites the baby while they are 
sleeping and Mattie begins to search for a better 
place to live. Just as she ts about to give up, she 
meets Eva Tumer, an old woman who lives with 
her granddaughter, Ciel. Eva invites Mattie in for 
dinner and offers her a place to stay. Years later 
when the old woman dies, Mattie has saved enough 
money to buy the house. Ciel’s parents take her 
away, but Mattie stays on with Basil. She refuses 
to see any faults in him, and when he gets in trou- 
ble with the law she puts up her house to bail him 
out of jail. When he jumps bail, she Joses the house 
She had worked thirty years to own, and her long 
journey from Tennessee finally ends in a small 
apartment on Brewster Place. 


Etta Mae Johnson 
Though Etta’s journey starts in the same smal] 
town as Mattie’s, the path she takes to Brewster 
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Place is very different. Discovering early on that 
America is not yet ready for a bold, confident, in- 
telligent black woman, she learns to survive by at- 
taching herself “to any promising rising black star, 
and when he burnt out, she found another.” She 
joins Mattie on Brewster Place after leaving the last 
in a long series of men. Attending church with Mat- 
tie, she stares enviously at the “respectable” wives 
of the deacons and wishes that she had taken a dif- 
ferent path. Eyeing the attractive visiting preacher, 
she wonders if it 1s not still possible for her to 
change her lot in life. When Reverend Woods 
clearly returns her interest, Etta gladly accepts his 
invitation to go out for coffee, though Mattie ex- 
presses her concerns about his intentions. By the 
end of the evening Etta realizes that Mattie was 
right, and she walks up Brewster Street with a bro- 
ken spirit. As she climbs the stairs to the apartment, 
however, she hears Mattie playing Etta’s “loose 
life” records. With pleasure she realizes that some- 
one is waiting up for her. 


Kiswana Browne 

Kiswana is a young woman from a middle- 
class black family. Idealistic and yearning to help 
others, she dropped out of college and moved onto 
Brewster Place to live amongst other African- 
American people. She resents her conservative par- 
ents and their middle-class values and feels that her 
family has rejected their black heritage. When her 
mother comes to visit her they quarrel over 
Kiswana’s choice of neighborhood and over her de- 
cision to leave school. Kiswana thinks that she is 
nothing like her mother, but when her mother’s 
temper flares Kiswana has to admit that she ad- 
mires her mother and that they are more alike that 
she had realized. 


Lucielia Louise Turner 


Ciel, the grandchild of Eva Turner, also ends 
up on Brewster Place. Her chapter begins with the 
return of the boyfriend who had left her eleven 
months before when their baby, Serena, was only 
a month old. She is relieved to have him back, and 
she is still in love with him, so she tries to ignore 
his irresponsible behavior and mean temper. When 
she becomes pregnant again, however, it becomes 
harder to deny the problems. He complains that he 
will never be able to get ahead with her and two 
babies to care for, and although she does not want 
to do it, she gets an abortion. When he leaves her 
anyway, she finally sees him for what he is, and 
only regrets that she had not had this realization 
before the abortion. As she is thinking this, they 
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hear a scream from Serena, who had stuck a fork 
in an electrical outlet. After the child’s death, Ciel 
nearly dies from grief. She stops eating and refuses 
to take care of herself, but Mattie will not let her 
die and finally gets Ciel to face her grief. 


Cora Lee 


Cora Lee began life as a little girl who loved 
playing with new baby dolls. As a grown woman 
she continues to love the feel and smell of new ba- 
bies, but once they grow into children she is frus- 
trated with how difficult they are. She stops even 
trying to keep any one man around; she prefers the 
“shadows” who come in the night. With these 
anonymous men, she gets pregnant, but doesn’t 
have to endure the beatings or disappointment in- 
timacy might bring. To pacify Kiswana, Cora Lee 
agrees to take her children to a Shakespeare play 
in the local park. As she watches the actors on stage 
and her children in the audience she is filled with 
remorse for not having been a more responsible 
parent. She vows that she will start helping them 
with homework and walking them to school. She 
comes home that night filled with good intentions. 
She will encourage her children, and they can grow 
up to be important, talented people, like the actors 
on the stage. But when she finds another “shadow” 
in her bedroom, she sighs, and lets her cloths drop 
to the floor. 


The Two 


When Lorraine and Teresa first move onto 
Brewster street, the other women are relieved that 
they seem like nice girls who will not be after their 
husbands. But soon the neighbors start to notice the 
loving looks that pass between the two women, and 
soon the other women in the neighborhood reject 
Lorraine’s gestures of friendship. Teresa, the bolder 
of the two, doesn’t care what the neighbors think 
of them, and she doesn’t understand why Lorraine 
does care. Feeling rejected both by her neighbors 
and by Teresa, Lorraine finds comfort in talking to 
Ben, the old alcoholic handyman of Brewster Place. 
Lorraine reminds Ben of his estranged daughter, 
and Lorraine finds in Ben a new father to replace 
the one who kicked her out when she refused to lie 
about being a lesbian. One night after an argument 
with Teresa, Lorraine decides to go visit Ben. As 
she passes through the alley near the wall, she is 
attacked by C.C. Baker and his friends, the teenage 
boys who terrorize Brewster Place. All six of the 
boys rape her, leaving her near death. In her delir- 
lum and pain she sees movement at the end of the 
alley, and she picks up a brick to protect herself 
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from what she perceives as a possible threat. She 
beats the drunken and oblivious Ben to death be- 
fore Mattie can reach her and stop her. 


The Block Party 

For a week after Ben’s death it rains continu- 
ously, and although they will not admit it to each 
other, all the women dream of Lorraine that week. 
The sun comes out for the block party that Kiswana 
has been organizing to raise money to take the land- 
lord to court. The party seems joyful and success- 
ful, and Ciel even returns to see Mattie. But even 
Ciel, who doesn’t know what has happened by the 
wall, reports that she has been dreaming of Ben and 
Lorraine. The rain begins to fall again and Kiswana 
tries to get people to pack up, but they seem des- 
perate to continue the party. Then Cora Lee notices 
that there is still blood on the bricks. In a frenzy 
the women begin tearing down the wall. Then sud- 
denly Mattie awakes. It is morning and the sun is 
still shining; the wall ts still standing, and every- 
one is getting ready for the block party. 


Characters 


Ben 

Ben belongs to Brewster Place even before the 
seven women do. The first black on Brewster Place, 
he arrived in 1953, just prior to the Supreme 
Court’s Brown vs. Topeka decision. The Mediter- 
ranean families knew him as the man who would 
quietly do repairs with alcohol on his breath. He 
bothered no one and was noticed only when he sang 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” 


As black families move onto the street, Ben re- 
mains on Brewster Place. He befriends Lorraine 
when no one else will. She reminds him of his 
daughter, and this friendship assuages the guilt he 
feels over his daughter’s fate. When he share- 
cropped in the South, his crippled daughter was 
sexually abused by a white landowner, and Ben felt 
powerless to do anything about it. He lives with 
this pain until Lorraine mistakenly kills him in her 
pain and confusion after being raped. 


Kiswana Browne 

Kiswana grew up in Linden Hills, a “rich” 
neighborhood not far from Brewster Place. She 
leaves her middle-class family, turning her back on 
an upbringing that, she feels, ignored her heritage. 
Light-skinned, with smooth hair, Kiswana wants 
desperately to feel a part of the black community 
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e King Phoenix Entertainment produced The 
Women of Brewster Place as a made-for-TV 


drama in 1989. Directed by Donna Deitch, the 
movie starred Oprah Winfrey and Cicely Tyson. 


e Women of Brewster 









e The Women of Brewster Place ran as a 30- 
minute weekly TV series during May and June 
of 1990. Oprah Winfrey starred as Mattie 
Michael and was the only cast member included 
from the original TV movie. The series was pro- 
duced by Winfrey, Earl Hamner, and Donald 


Sipes. 


e The Women of Brewster Place made-for-TV 
drama is available on home video distributed by 
J2 Communications. 


and to help her fellow African Americans better 
their lives. After dropping out of college, Kiswana 
moves to Brewster Place to be a part of a predom- 
inantly African-American community. She be- 
comes friends with Cora Lee and succeeds, for one 
night, in showing her a different life. In a ironic 
turn, Kiswana believes that her mother denies her 
heritage; during a confrontation, she is surprised 
when she learns that the two share a great deal. 


Melanie Browne 
See Kiswana Browne 


Butch Fuller 

Butch Fuller exudes charm. Built strong by his 
years as a field hand, and cinnamon skinned, Mat- 
tie finds him irresistible. Mattie’s father, Samuel, 
despises him. He believes that Butch 1s worthless 
and warns Mattie to stay away from him. Butch 
succeeds in seducing Mattie and, unbeknownst to 
him, is the father of the baby she carries when she 
leaves Rock Vale, Tennessee. 


Etta Mae Johnson 
Etta Mae Johnson and Mattie Michael grew up 
together in Rock Vale, Tennessee. While they are 
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Etta Mae spends her life moving from one man to 
the next, living a life about which her beloved Bil- 
lie Holiday, a blues musician, sings. 


Cora Lee 


Cora Lee loves making and having babies, 
even though she does not really like men. Her story 
starts with a description of her happy childhood. 
An obedient child, Cora Lee made good grades in 
school and loved playing with baby dolls. When 
Cora Lee turned thirteen, however, her parents felt 
that she was too old for baby dolls and gave her a 
Barbie. When she discovers that sex produces ba- 
bies, she starts to have sex in order to get pregnant. 
Cora Lee has several young children when Kiswana 
discovers her and decides to help Cora Lee change 
her life. Only when Kiswana says that “babies grow 
up” does Cora Lee begin to question her life; she 
realizes that while she does like babies, she does 
not know what to do with children when they grow 
up. For one evening, Cora Lee envisions a new life 
for herself and her children. Yet, when she returns 
to her apartment, she climbs into bed with another 
man. 


Lorraine 
See The Two 


Basil Michael 


Mattie names her son, Basil, for the pleasant 
memory of the afternoon he was conceived in a fra- 
grant basil patch. Unfortunately, he causes Mattie 
nothing but heartache. He seldom works. He never 
helps his mother around the house. He associates 
with the wrong people. Much to his Mattie’s dis- 
may, he ends up in trouble and in jail. When he 
jumps bail, Mattie loses her house. Basil leaves 
Mattie without saying goodbye. 


Fannie Michael 


Fannie Michael is Mattie’s mother. Fannie 
speaks her mind and often stands up to her hus- 
band, Samuel. She assures Mattie that carrying a 
baby is nothing to be ashamed about. She tries to 
protect Mattie from the brutal beating Samuel 
Michael gives her when she refuses to name her 
baby’s father. Unable to stop him in any other way, 
Fannie cocks the shotgun against her husband’s 
chest. 


Mattie Michael 


Mattie is the matriarch of Brewster Place; 
throughout the novel, she plays a motherly role for 
all of the characters. While the novel opens with 
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Mattie as a woman in her 60s, it quickly flashes 
back to Mattie’s teen years in Rock Vale, Ten- 
nessee, where Mattie lives a sheltered life with her 
over-protective father, Samuel, and her mother, 
Fannie. Mattie allows herself to be seduced by 
Butch Fuller, whom Samuel thinks is worthless. 
When Samuel discovers that Mattie is pregnant by 
Fuller, he goes into a rage and beats her. To escape 
her father, Mattie leaves Tennessee to stay with her 
friend, Etta Mae Johnson, in Asheville, North Car- 
olina. Mattie’s son, Basil, is born five months later. 
Etta Mae soon departs for New York, leaving Mat- 
tie to fend for herself. After a frightening episode 
with a rat in her apartment, Mattie looks for new 
housing. She meets Eva Turner and her grand- 
daughter, Lucielia (Ciel), and moves in with them. 
Later, when Turner passes away, Mattie buys 
Turner’s house but loses it when she posts bail for 
her derelict son. Mattie is moving into Brewster 
Place when the novel opens. She renews ties here 
with both Etta Mae and Ciel. All of the Brewster 
Place women respect Mattie’s strength, truthful- 
ness, and morals as well as her ability to survive 
the abuse, loss, and betrayal she has suffered. Critic 
Jill Matus, in Black American Literature Forum, 
describes Mattie as “the community’s best voice 
and sharpest eye.” 


Samuel Michael 


Samuel Michael, a God-fearing man, is Mat- 
tie’s father. Having her in his later years and al- 
ready set in his ways, he tolerates little foolishness 
and no disobedience. He loves Mattie very much 
and blames himself for her pregnancy, until she 
tells him that the baby is not Fred Watson’s—the 
man he had chosen for her. He loses control and 
beats Mattie in an attempt to get her to name the 
baby’s father. 


The Two 


“The Two” are unique amongst the Brewster 
Place women because of their sexual relationship, 
as well as their relationship with their female neigh- 
bors. The other women do not view Theresa and 
Lorraine as separate individuals, but refer to them 
as “The Two.” As lesbians, Lorraine and Theresa 
represent everything foreign to the other women. 
Lorraine feels the women’s hostility and longs to 
be accepted. Theresa, on the other hand, makes no 
apologies for her lifestyle and gets angry with Lor- 
raine for wanting to fit in with the women. Theresa 
wants Lorraine to toughen up—to accept who she 
is and not try to please other people. Lorraine turns 
to the janitor, Ben, for friendship. Ben relates to 
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her because she reminds him of his daughter. Later 
in the novel, a street gang rapes Lorraine, and she 
kills Ben, mistaking him for her attackers. She dies, 
and Theresa regrets her final words to her. 


Theresa 
See The Two 


Ciel Turner 


Ciel first appears in the story as Eva Turner’s 
granddaughter. Early on, she lives with Turner and 
Mattie in North Carolina. When Mattie moves to 
Brewster Place, Ciel has grown up and has a child 
of her own. Ciel loves her husband, Eugene, even 
though he abuses her verbally and threatens phys- 
ical harm. Her life revolves around her relationship 
with her husband and her desperate attempts to 
please him. After she aborts the child she knows 
Eugene does not want, she feels remorse and be- 
gins to understand the kind of person Eugene re- 
ally is. Unfortunately, the realization comes too late 
for Ciel. She goes into a deep depression after her 
daughter’s death, but Mattie succeeds in helping 
her recover. 


Miss Eva Turner 

Miss Eva opens her home to Mattie and her 
infant son, Basil. She shares her wisdom with Mat- 
tie, resulting from years of experience with men 
and children. Miss Eva warns Mattie to be stricter 
with Basil, believing that he will take advantage of 
her. She also encourages Mattie to save her money. 
When Miss Eva dies, her spirit lives on in the house 
that Mattie is able to buy from Miss Eva’s estate. 


Lucielia Turner 
See Ciel Turner 


Themes 





Community 

According to Webster, in The Living Webster 
Encyclopedic Dictionary of the English Language, 
the word “community” means “the state of being 
held in common; common possession, enjoyment, 
liability, etc.” Naylor uses Brewster Place to pro- 
vide one commonality among the women who live 
there. The women all share the experience of liv- 
ing on the dead end street that the rest of the world 
has forgotten. It is on Brewster Place that the 
women encounter everyday problems, joys, and 
sorrows. In her interview with Carabi, Naylor 


Place 


maintains that community influences one’s iden- 
tity. While the women were not literally born 
within the community of Brewster Place, the com- 
munity provides the backdrop for their lives. 


Female Bonding 

Naylor captures the strength of ties among 
women. While these ties have always existed, the 
women’s movement has brought them more recog- 
nition. According to Annie Gottlieb in Women To- 
gether, areview of The Women of Brewster Place, 
“... ай ош lives those relationships had been the 
backdrop, while the sexy, angry fireworks with 
men were the show ... the bonds between women 
are the abiding ones. Most men are incalculable 
hunters who come and go.” Throughout The 
Women of Brewster Place, the women support one 
another, counteracting the violence of their fathers, 
boyfriends, husbands, and sons. For example, while 
Mattie Michael loses her home as a result of her 
son’s irresponsibility, the strength she gains en- 
ables her to care for the women whom she has 
known either since childhood and early adulthood 
or through her connection to Brewster Place. She 
provides shelter and a sense of freedom to her old 
friend, Etta Mae; also, she comes to the aid of Ciel 
when Ciel loses her desire to live. It is the bond 
among the women that supports the continuity of 
life on Brewster Place. 


Violence Against Women 

The novel begins with a flashback to Mattie’s 
life as a typical young woman. But this ordinary 
life is brought to an abrupt halt by her father’s bru- 
tal attack on her for refusing to divulge the name 
of her baby’s father. From that episode on, Naylor 
portrays men as people who take advantage of oth- 
ers. The men in the story exhibit cowardice, alco- 
holism, violence, laziness, and dishonesty. The fi- 
nal act of violence, the gang rape of Lorraine, 
underscores men’s violent tendencies, emphasizing 
the differences between the sexes. 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Victims of ignorance, violence, and prejudice, 
all of the women in the novel are alienated from 
their families, other people, and God. For example, 
when Mattie leaves her home after her father beats 
her, she never again sees her parents. Then her son, 
for whom she gave up her life, leaves without say- 
ing goodbye. Throughout the story, Naylor creates 
situations that stress the loneliness of the charac- 
ters. Especially poignant is Lorraine’s relationship 
with Ben. Having been rejected by people they love 
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Topics 
For Further 
Study 


e In the book, Gloria Naylor: In Search Of Sanc- 
tuary, author Virginia Fowler contends that 
Naylor structured Mama Day after Faulkner’s 
As I Lay Dying. Confirm or contradict this as- 
sertion with a detailed explanation supported by 
examples. 


e One critic has said that the protagonist of The 
Women of Brewster Place is actually the street 
itself. The street undergoes birth, maturation, ag- 
ing, and death. Create a visual that depicts the 
street as the protagonist. Be prepared to explain 
your visual, relating the specific ways that it rep- 
resents the entire story. 


e Research the music of Billie Holiday. Review 
the lyrics of several of her songs. Why do you 
think Etta Mae Johnson liked her music? Sup- 
port your answer with details about Etta Mae’s 
character as well as specific lyrics from three or 
more songs. 


e Kiswana (Melanie) Browne denounces her par- 
ents’ middle-class lifestyle, adopts an African 
name, drops out of college, and moves to Brew- 
ster Place to be close to those to whom she refers 
as “my people.” One critic has said that her char- 
acter may be modeled after adherents of the 
Black Power movement of the 1960s. Research 
the era to discover what the movement was, who 
was involved, and what the goals and achieve- 
ments were. 


Women of Brewster Piace 


e After Ciel underwent an abortion, she had dif- 
ficulty returning to the daily routine of her life. 
Although eventually she did mend physically, 
there were signs that she had not come to terms 
with her feelings about the abortion. Give evi- 
dence from the story that supports this notion. 
Research the psychological effects of abortion, 
and relate the evidence from the story to the in- 
formation you have discovered. 


• When Naylor read Morrison's The Bluest Eye 
in 1977, she was appalled to find that there were 
few other books written by black women about 
black women. See how many books you can find 
that were available at that time, and create a bib- 
liography for these books. Then, locate as many 
as you can find that are available now, and cre- 
ate a second bibliography. 


e Why are there now more books written by black 
females about black females than there were 
twenty years ago? Explain. Provide detailed 
support for your answer drawing from various 
perspectives, including historical or sociologi- 
cal. 


e Why were Lorraine and Theresa, “The Two,” 
such a threat to the women who resided at Brew- 
ster Place? Give reasons. Support your reasons 
with evidence from the story. 





or want to love, Lorraine and Ben become friends. 
Lorraine’s horrifying murder of Ben serves only to 
deepen the chasm of hopelessness felt at different 
times by all the characters in the story. 


African-American Heritage 

Naylor wants people to understand the rich- 
ness of the black heritage. She uses the community 
of women she has created in The Women of Brew- 
ster Place to demonstrate the love, trust, and hope 
that have always been the strong spirit of African- 
American women. Based on women Naylor has 
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known in her life, the characters convincingly por- 
tray the struggle for survival that black women have 
shared throughout history. Like those before them, 
the women who live on Brewster Place overcome 
their difficulties through the support and wisdom 
of friends who have experienced their struggles. 
This bond is complex and lasting; for example, 
when Kiswana Browne and her mother specifically 
discuss their heritage, they find that while they may 
demonstrate their beliefs differently, they share the 
same pride in their race. As she explains to 
Bellinelli in an interview, Naylor strives in The 
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Women of Brewster Place to “help us celebrate vo- 
raciously that which is ours.” 


Female Sexuality 

Naylor uses each woman’s sexuality to help 
define her character. Mattie’s entire life changes 
when she allows her desire to overcome her better 
judgement, resulting in pregnancy. She spends her 
life loving and caring for her son and denies her- 
self adult love. Etta Mae spends her life moving 
from one man to the next, searching for acceptance. 
She believes she must have a man to be happy. Ciel 
keeps taking Eugene back, even though he is ver- 
bally abusive and threatens her with physical abuse. 
She cannot admit that she craves his physical touch 
as a reminder of home. Cora Lee does not neces- 
sarily like men, but she likes having sex and the 
babies that result. Lorraine and Theresa love each 
other, and their homosexuality separates them from 
the other women. 


Structure 


Critics agree that one of Naylor’s strongest ac- 
complishments in The Women of Brewster Place is 
her use of the setting to frame the structure of the 
novel, and often compare it to Sherwood Ander- 
son’s Winesburg, Ohio. Naylor sets the story within 
Brewster Place so that she can focus on telling each 
woman’s story in relationship to her ties to the com- 
munity. According to Fowler in Gloria Naylor: In 
Search of Sanctuary, Naylor believes that “indi- 
vidual identity is shaped within the matrix of a 
community.” Thus, living in Brewster Place partly 
defines who the women are and becomes an im- 
portant part of each woman’s personal history. 


Point of View 


Naylor created seven female characters with 
seven individual voices. Naylor tells each woman’s 
story through the woman’s own voice. That is, Nay- 
lor writes from the first-person point of view, but 
she writes from the perspective of the character on 
whom the story is focusing at the time. In Bonetti’s, 
An Interview with Gloria Naylor, Naylor said “one 
character, one female protagonist, could not even 
attempt to represent the riches and diversity of the 
black female experience.” This technique works for 
Naylor because she has used the setting to provide 
the unity underlying the story. Brewster Place pro- 
vides the connection among the seven very unique 
women with stories of their own to tell. 


Place 


Personification 


Naylor gives Brewster Place human charac- 
teristics, using a literary technique known as per- 
sonification. In this case, Brewster Place undergoes 
life processes. Brewster Place is born, in Naylor’s 
words, a “bastard child,” mothers three generations, 
and “waits to die,” having “watched its last gener- 
ation of children torn away from it by court orders 
and eviction notices ... too tired and sick to help 
them.” Naylor tells the women’s stories within the 
framework of the street’s life—between its birth 
and its death. 


Allegory 


The extended comparison between the street’s 
“life” and the women’s lives make the work an “al- 
legory.” All of the women, like the street, fully ex- 
perience life with its high and low points. At the 
end of the story, the women continue to take care 
of one another and to hope for a better future, just 
as Brewster Place, in its final days, tries to sustain 
its final generations. 


Symbolism 


Naylor uses many symbols in The Women of 
Brewster Place. Both literally and figuratively, 
Brewster Place is a dead end street—that is, the 
street itself leads nowhere and the women who live 
there are trapped by their histories, hopes, and 
dreams. The brick wall symbolizes the differences 
between the residents of Brewster Place and their 
rich neighbors on the other side of the wall. It also 
stands for the oppression the women have endured 
in the forms of prejudice, violence, racism, shame, 
and sexism. Representing the drug-dealing street 
gangs who rape and kill without remorse, garbage 
litters the alley. A final symbol, in the form of toe- 
nail polish, stands for the deeper similarities that 
Kiswana and her mother discover. 


Climax 


Naylor creates two climaxes in The Women of 
Brewster Place. The first climax occurs when Mat- 
tie succeeds in her struggle to bring Ciel back to 
life after the death of her daughter. The scene 
evokes a sense of healing and rebirth, and rein- 
forces the sense of community among the women. 
The second climax, as violent as Maggie’s beating 
in the beginning of the novel, happens when Lor- 
raine is raped. The women again pull together, 
overcoming their outrage over the destruction of 
one of their own. 
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York would provide their children with better op- 
portunities than they had had as children growing 
up in a still-segregated South. The Naylors were 
disappointed to learn that segregation also existed 
in the North, although it was much less obvious. 
They did find, though, that their children could at- 
tend schools and had access to libraries, opportu- 
nities the Naylors had not enjoyed as black chil- 
dren. 


The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s 


The year the Naylors moved into their home 
in Queens stands as a significant year in the mem- 
ories of most Americans. It was 1963, a turbulent 
year at the beginning of the Civil Rights Move- 
ment. Most Americans remember it as the year that 
Medgar Evers and President John F. Kennedy were 
assassinated. That year also marked the August 
March on Washington as well as the bombing of 
the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham. 
Later in the decade, Martin Luther King was as- 
sassinated, the culmination of ten years of violence 
against blacks. Critics say that Naylor may have 
fashioned Kiswana’s character after activists from 
the 60s, particularly those associated with the Black 
Power Movement. According to Bellinelli in A 
Conversation with Gloria Naylor, Naylor became 
aware of racism during the 60s: “That’s when I first 
began to understand that I was different and that 
that difference meant something negative.” 


The Jehovah’s Witnesses 

Naylor was baptized into the Jehovah’s Wit- 
nesses when she was eighteen years old. At that 
point in her life, she believed that after the turmoil 
of the 1960s, there was no hope for the world. 
Women and people of color comprise the majority 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses, perhaps because, accord- 
ing to Harrison in Visions of Glory: A History and 
a Memory of Jehovah’s Witnesses, “Their religion 
allows their voices ... to emerge ... People listen 
to them; they are valuable, bearers of a life-giving 
message.” Jehovah’s Witnesses spread their mes- 
sage through face-to-face contact with people, but 
more importantly, through written publications. 
Naylor’s writing reflects her experiences with the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, according to Virginia Fowler 
in Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary. The 
Women of Brewster Place portrays a close-knit 
community of women, bound in sisterhood as a de- 
fense against a corrupt world. As the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses preach destruction of the evil world, so, 
too, does Naylor with vivid portrayals of apoca- 
lyptic events. Two examples from The Women of 
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Brewster Place are Lorraine’s rape and the rains 
that come after it. When Naylor speaks of her first 
novel, she says that the work served to “exorcise 
... demons,” according to Angels Carabi in Belles 
Lettres 7. 


Critical Overview 





Critics have praised Naylor’s style since The 
Women of Brewster Place was published in 1982. 
They agree that Naylor’s clear, yet often brash, lan- 
guage creates images both believable and consis- 
tent. The story’s seven main characters speak to 
one another with undisguised affection through 
their humor and even their insults. Naylor places 
her characters in situations that evoke strong feel- 
ings, and she succeeds in making her characters 
come alive with realistic emotions, actions, and 
words. For example, Deirdre Donahue, a reviewer 
for the Washington Post, says of Naylor, “Naylor 
is not afraid to grapple with life’s big subjects: sex, 
birth, love, death, grief. Her women feel deeply, 
and she unflinchingly transcribes their emotions ... 
Naylor’s potency wells up from her language. With 
prose as rich as poetry, a passage will suddenly take 
off and sing like a spiritual ... Vibrating with undis- 
guised emotion, The Women of Brewster Place 
springs from the same roots that produced the 
blues. Like them, her books sing of sorrows proudly 
borne by black women in America.” 


Critics also recognize Naylor’s ability to make 
history come alive. She sets the beginning of The 
Women of Brewster Place at the end of World War 
I and brings it forward thirty years. The story traces 
the development of the civil rights movement, from 
a time when segregation was the norm through the 
beginnings of integration. The changing ethnicity 
of the neighborhood reflects the changing demo- 
graphics of society. The women who have settled 
on Brewster Place exist as products of their South- 
ern rural upbringing. Their ability to transform their 
lives and to stand strong against the difficulties that 
face them in their new environment and circum- 
stances rings true with the spirit of black women 
in American today. Linda Labin asserts in Master- 
pieces of Women’s Literature, “In many ways, The 
Women of Brewster Place may prove to be as sig- 
nificant in its way as Southern writer William 
Faulkner’s mythic Yoknapatawpha County or 
Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio. It pro- 
vides a realistic vision of black urban women’s 
lives and inspires readers with the courage and 
spirit of black women in America.” 
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Critic Loyle Hairston readily agrees with the 
favorable analysis of Naylor’s language, charac- 
terization, and story-telling. Yet, he remains more 
critical of her ability to make historical connec- 
tions—to explore the depths of the human experi- 
ence. In other words, he contends in a review in 
Freedomways that Naylor limits the concerns of 
Brewster Place to the “warts and cankers of indi- 
vidual personality, neglecting to delineate the ori- 
gins of those social conditions which so strongly 
affect personality and behavior.” Furthermore, he 
contends that he would have liked to see her pro- 
vide some insight into those conditions that would 
enable the characters to envision hope of better 
times. 


Hairston says that none of the characters, ex- 
cept for Kiswana Browne, can see beyond their cur- 
rent despair to brighter futures. He implies that the 
story has a hopeless ending. Yet other critics ap- 
plaud the ending for its very reassurance that the 
characters will not only survive but prosper. Chris- 
tine H. King asserts in Identities and Issues in Lit- 
erature, “The ambiguity of the ending gives the 
story a mythic quality by stressing the continual 
possibility of dreams and the results of their defer- 
ral.” Referring to Mattie’s dream of tearing the wall 
down together with the women of Brewster Place, 
Linda Labin contends in Masterpieces of Women’s 
Literature: “Tt is this remarkable, hope-filled end- 
ing that impresses the majority of scholars.” In 
Magill’s Literary Annual, Rae Stoll concurs: “Ul- 
timately then, The Women of Brewster Place is an 
optimistic work, offering the hope for a redemp- 
tive community of love as a counterforce to isola- 
tion and violence.” 

While critics may have differing opinions re- 
garding Naylor’s intentions for her characters’ fu- 
ture circumstances, they agree that Naylor suc- 
cessfully presents the themes of The Women of 
Brewster Place. The “community among women” 
stands out as the book’s most obvious theme. Each 
of the women in the story unconditionally loves at 
least one other woman. This selfless love carries 
the women through betrayal, loss, and violence. For 
example, when one of the women faces the loss of 
a child, the others join together to offer themselves 
in any way that they can. This unmovable and 
soothing will represents the historically strong 
communal spirit among all women, but especially 
African-American women. The second theme, vi- 
olence that men enact on women, connects with 
and strengthens the first. The men Naylor depicts 
in her novel are mean, cowardly, and lawless. As 
a result of their offenses toward the women in the 
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story, the women are drawn together. Many male 
critics complain about the negative images of black 
men in the story. 


In summary, the general consensus of critics 
is that Naylor possesses a talent that is seldom seen 
in new writers. Critics like her style and appreci- 
ate her efforts to deal with societal issues and psy- 
chological themes. According to Stoll in Magill’s 
Literary Annual, “Gloria Naylor ... is already num- 
bered ... among the freshest and most vital voices 
in contemporary American literature.” 


Criticism 


Donna Woodford 

Woodford is a doctoral candidate at Wash- 
ington University and has written for a wide vari- 
ety of academic journals and educational publish- 
ers. In the following essay, she discusses how the 
dream motif in The Women of Brewster Place con- 
nects the seven stories, forming them into a coher- 
ent novel. 


Gloria Naylor’s novel, The Women of Brew- 
ster Place, is, as its subtitle suggests, “a novel in 
seven stories”; but these stories are unified by more 
than the street on which the characters live. The in- 
teractions of the characters and the similar strug- 
gles they live through connect the stories, as do the 
recurring themes and motifs. Of these unifying el- 
ements, the most notable is the dream motif, for 
though these women are living a nightmarish exis- 
tence, they are united by their common dreams. 


The novel begins with Langston Hughes’s 
poem, “Harlem,” which asks “what happens to a 
dream deferred?” And just as the poem suggests 
many answers to that question, so the novel ex- 
plores many stories of deferred dreams. Each 
woman in the book has her own dream. 


As a young, single mother, Mattie places all 
of her dreams on her son. She leaves her boarding 
house room after a rat bites him because she can- 
not stay “another night in that place without night- 
mares about things that would creep out of the walls 
to attack her child.” She continues to protect him 
from harm and nightmares until he jumps bail and 
abandons her to her own nightmare. 


Etta Mae dreams of a man who can “move her 
... Off of Brewster Place for good,” but she, too, 
has her dream deferred each time that a man dis- 
appoints her. 


6 


The Women of Brewster 


What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


¢ Naylor’s second novel, Linden Hills, takes place 
in Linden Hills, a wealthy and privileged neigh- 
borhood; it is familiar because it is the place 
Kiswana Browne—a character from The Women 
of Brewster Place—left. Published by Ticknor 
in 1985, Linden Hills reminds some critics of 
Dante’s Inferno. The story revolves around two 
young men and their observations of the effects 
of black aspirations in contemporary America. 


¢ Mama Day is Naylor’s third novel. The setting 
is far removed from those in the first two sto- 
ries. Willow Springs, an all-black island com- 
munity off the coasts of South Carolina and 
Georgia, is home to Cocoa and Mama Day, char- 
acters that appeared briefly in Linden Hills. De- 
scendants of an African slave and sorceress, Co- 
coa and Mama Day lead disparate lives until 
Cocoa becomes desperately ill. Ticknor pub- 
lished Mama Day in 1988. 


e Naylor depicts the lives of 1940s blacks living 
in New York City in her next novel, Bailey’s 
Cafe, published by Harcourt in 1992. Set in a 
Brooklyn diner, the story relates the lives of the 
diner’s vaned and interesting patrons who over- 
come hardship to survive. 
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¢ The focus on the relationships among women іп 
The Women of Brewster Place presents feminist 
ideals simular to those about which Amy Tan 
writes in The Joy Luck Club. Published by G. 
Putnam’s Sons in 1989, The Joy Luck Club fea- 
tures the bonds between mothers and daughters 
and the strength that women share in good times 
and in bad. 


e While love and politics link the lives of the two 
women in Blood Sisters: An Examination of 
Conscience, the stronger tie between them is the 
bond joining grandmother, mothers, and daugh- 
ters. Published by St. Martin’s Press, and writ- 
ten by Valerie Miner, this story portrays three 
generations of an Irish clan and the struggles 
among its men and women. 


¢ Critics have compared the theme of familial and 
African-American women in The Women of 
Brewster Place to the same theme in The Color 
Purple, published in 1992 by Harcourt and 
Brace. Author Alice Walker writes a story of 
two sisters that vividly portrays the bonds be- 
tween black women. 


Kiswana, an outsider on Brewster Place, is 
constantly dreaming of ways in which she can or- 
ganize the residents and enact social reform. Even 
as she looks out her window at the wall that sepa- 
rates Brewster Place from the heart of the city, she 
is daydreaming: “she placed her dreams on the back 
of the bird and fantasized that it would glide for- 
ever in transparent silver circles until it ascended 
to tbe center of the universe and was swallowed 
up.” But just as the pigeon she watches fails to as- 
cend gracefully and instead lands on a fire escape 
“with awkward, frantic movements,” so Kiswana’s 
dreams of a revolution will be frustrated by the 
grim realities of Brewster Place and the awkward, 
frantic movements of people who are busy merely 
trying to survive. 


Ciel] dreams of love, from her boyfriend and 
from her daughter and unborn child, but an un- 
wanted abortion, the death of her daughter, and the 
abandonment by her boyfriend cruelly frustrates 
these hopes. She is left dreaming only of death, a 
suicidal nightmare from which only Mattie’s nur- 
turing love can awaken her. 

Lorraine dreams of acceptance and a place 
where she doesn’t “feel any different from anybody 
else in the world.” She finds this place, temporar- 
ily, with Ben, and he finds in her a reminder of the 
lost daughter who haunts his own dreams. But their 
dreams will be ended brutally with her rape and his 
death, and the image of Lorraine will later haunt 
the dreams of all the women on Brewster Place. 
But perhaps the most revealing stories about 
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dreams are those told in “Cora Lee” and “The 
Block Party.” 


Cora Lee’s story opens with a quotation from 
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: 
“True, I talk of dreams, / Which are the children 
of an idle brain / begot of nothing but vain fan- 
tasy.” The quotation is appropriate to Cora Lee’s 
story not only because Cora and her children will 
attend the play but also because Cora’s chapter will 
explore the connection between the begetting of 
children and the begetting of dreams. It will also 
examine the point at which dreams become “vain 
fantasy.” 


As a child Cora dreams of new baby dolls. 
When her parents refuse to give her another for her 
thirteenth Christmas, she is heartbroken. Her 
mother tries to console her by telling her that she 
still has all her old dolls, but Cora plaintively says, 
“But they don’t smell and feel the same as the new 
ones.” As an adult, she continues to prefer the smell 
and feel of her new babies to the trials and hassles 
of her growing children. Her babies “just seemed 
to keep coming—always welcome until they 
changed, and then she just didn’t understand them.” 
Once they grow beyond infancy she finds them 
“wild and disgusting” and she makes little attempt 
to understand or parent them. They no longer fit 
into her dream of a sweet, dependent baby who 
needs no one but her. 


Kiswana finds one of these wild children eat- 
ing out of a dumpster, and soon Kiswana and Cora 
become friends. Confiding to Cora, Kiswana talks 
about her dreams of reform and revolution. Excit- 
edly she tells Cora, “if we really pull together, we 
can put pressure on [the landlord] to start fixing 
this place up.” She is similarly convinced that it 
will be easy to change Cora’s relationship with her 
children, and she eagerly invites them to her 
boyfriend’s production of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Cora is skeptical, but to pacify Kiswana 
she agrees to go. 


It is at the performance of Shakespeare’s play 
where the dreams of the two women temporarily 
merge. The production, sponsored by a grant from 
the city, does indeed inspire Cora to dream for her 
older children. She imagines that her daughter 
Maybelline “could be doing something like this 
some day—standing on a stage, wearing pretty 
clothes and saying fine things .... Maybelline could 
go to college—she liked school.” When she re- 
members with guilt that her children no longer like 
school and are often truant, she resolves to change 
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her behavior in order to ensure them brighter fu- 
tures: 


“Junior high; high school; college—none of them 
stayed little forever. And then on to good jobs in in- 
surance companies and the post office, even doctors 
and lawyers. Yes, that’s what would happen to her 
babies.” 


Her new dream of maternal devotion contin- 
ues as they arrive home and prepare for bed. She 
tucks them in and the children do not question her 
unusual attention because it has been “a night for 
wonders.” 


At this point it seems that Cora’s story is out 
of place in the novel, a mistake by an otherwise 
meticulous author. Amid Naylor’s painfully accu- 
rate depictions of real women and their real strug- 
gles, Cora’s instant transformation into a devoted 
and responsible mother seems a “vain fantasy.” 


In the last paragraph of Cora’s story, however, 
we find that the fantasy has been Cora’s. After kiss- 
ing her children good night, she returns to her bed- 
room and finds one of her shadow-like lovers wait- 
ing in her bed, and she folds “her evening like gold 
and lavender gauze deep within the creases of her 
dreams” and lets her clothes drop to the floor. She 
will not change her actions and become a devoted 
mother, and her dreams for her children will be de- 
ferred. They were, after all, only fantasies, and real 
dreams take more than one night to achieve. 


“The Block Party” tells the story of another de- 
ferred dream, this one literally dreamt by Mattie 
the night before the real Block Party. The chapter 
begins with a mention of the troubling dreams that 
haunt all the women and girls of Brewster Place 
during the week after Ben’s death and Lorraine’s 
rape. They will not talk about these dreams; only 
a few of them will even admit to having them, but 
every one of them dreams of Lorraine, finally rec- 
ognizing the bond they share with the woman they 
had shunned as “different.” Sadly, Lorraine’s 
dream of not being “any different from anybody 
else in the world” is only fulfilled when her rape 
forces the other women to recognize the victim- 
ization and vulnerability that they share with her. 


In Mattie’s dream of the block party, even Ciel, 
who knows nothing of Lorraine, admits that she has 
dreamed of “a woman who was supposed to be me 
... She didn’t look exactly like me, but inside I felt 
it was me.” 


In a novel full of unfulfilled and constantly de- 
ferred dreams, the only the dream that is fully re- 
alized is Lorraine’s dream of being recognized as 
‘a lousy human being who’s somebody’s daughter 
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or somebody’s friend or even somebody’s enemy.” 
In dreaming of Lorraine the women acknowledge 
that she represents every one of them: she is their 
daughter, their friend, their enemy, and her brutal 
rape is the fulfillment of their own nightmares. 


Mattie’s dream presents an empowering re- 
sponse to this nightmare of disempowerment. 
When she dreams of the women joining together 
to tear down the wall that has separated them from 
the rest of the city, she is dreaming of a way for 
all of them to achieve Lorraine’s dream of accep- 
tance. They will tear down that which has sepa- 
rated them and made them “different” from the 
other inhabitants of the city. They will tear down 
the wall which is stained with blood, and which has 
come to symbolize their dead end existence on 
Brewster Place. As Jill Matus notes in “Dream, De- 
ferral, and Closure in The Women of Brewster 
Place,” “Tearing at the very bricks of Brewster’s 
walls is an act of resistance against the conditions 
that prevail within it.” 


But the group effort at tearing down the wall 
is only a dream——Mattie’s dream-and just as the rain 
is pouring down, baptizing the women and their 
dream work, the dream ends. Mattie awakes to dis- 
cover that it is still morning, the wall is still stand- 
ing, and the block party still looms in the future. 


Nevertheless, this is not the same sort of dis- 
appointing deferral as in Cora Lee’s story. Though 
Mattie’s dream has not yet been fulfilled, there are 
hints that it will be. She awakes to find the sun 
shining for the first time in a week, just like in her 
dream. They are still “gonna have a party,” and the 
rain in Mattie’s dream foreshadows the “the stormy 
clouds that had formed on the horizon and were 
silently moving toward Brewster Place.” Mattie’s 
dream has not been fulfilled yet, but neither is it 
folded and put away like Cora’s; a storm is head- 
ing toward Brewster Place, and the women are 
“gonna have a party.” 


The book ends with one final mention of 
dreams. In the epilogue we are told that Brewster 
Place is abandoned, but does not die, because the 
dreams of the women keep it alive: 


But the colored daughters of Brewster, spread over 
the canvas of time, still wake up with their dreams 
misted on the edge of a yawn. They get up and pin 
those dreams to wet laundry hung out to dry, they’re 
mixed with a pinch of salt and thrown into pots of 
soup, and they’re diapered around babies. 


Brewster Place lives on because the women 
whose dreams it has been a part of live on and con- 
tinue to dream. Their dreams, even those that are 
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continually deferred, are what keep them alive, 
continuing to sleep, cook, and care for their chil- 
dren. Dreams keep the street alive as well, if only 
in the minds of its former inhabitants whose sto- 
ries the dream motif unites into a coherent novel. 


Source: Donna Woodford, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1998. 


Jill L. Matus 


In the following excerpt, Matus discusses the 
final chapter of The Women of Brewster Place 
and the effect of deferring or postponing closure. 


After presenting a loose community of six sto- 
ries, each focusing on a particular character, Glo- 
ria Naylor constructs a seventh, ostensibly designed 
to draw discrete elements together, to “round off” 
the collection. As its name suggests, “The Block 
Party” is a vision of community effort, everyone’s 
story. We discover after a first reading, however, 
that the narrative of the party is in fact Mattie’s 
dream vision, from which she awakens perspiring 
in her bed. The “real” party for which Etta is rous- 
ing her has yet to take place, and we never get to 
hear how it turns out. Authorial sleight of hand in 
offering Mattie’s dream as reality is quite deliber- 
ate, since the narrative counts on the reader’s 
credulity and encourages the reader to take as nar- 
rative “presence” the “elsewhere” of dream, 
thereby calling into question the apparently choric 
and unifying status of the last chapter. The dis- 
placement of reality into dream defers closure, even 
though the chapter appears shaped to make an end. 
Far from having had it, the last words remind us 
that we are still “gonna have a party.” 


The inconclusive last chapter opens into an 
epilogue that too teases the reader with the sense 
of an ending by appearing to be talking about the 
death of the street, Brewster Place. The epilogue 
itself is not unexpected, since the novel opens with 
a prologue describing the birth of the street. So 
why not a last word on how it died? Again, ex- 
pectations are subverted and closure is subtly de- 
ferred. Although the epilogue begins with a med- 
itation on how a street dies and tells us that 
Brewster Place is waiting to die, waiting is a pre- 
sent participle that never becomes past. “Dawn” 
(the prologue) is coupled neither with death nor 
darkness, but with “dusk,” a condition whose half- 
light underscores the half-life of the street. Despite 
the fact that in the epilogue Brewster Place is aban- 
doned, its daughters still get up elsewhere and go 
about their daily activities. In a reiteration of the 
domestic routines that are always carefully at- 
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tended to in the novel—the making of soup, the 
hanging of laundry, the diapering of babies—, 
Brewster’s death is forestalled and postponed. 
More importantly, the narrator emphasizes that the 
dreams of Brewster’s inhabitants are what keep 
them alive. “They get up and pin those dreams to 
wet laundry hung out to dry, they’re mixed with a 
pinch of salt and thrown into pots of soup, and 
they’re diapered around babies. They ebb and 
flow, ebb and flow, but never disappear.” They 
refers initially to the “colored daughters” but there- 
after repeatedly to the dreams. The end of the novel 
raises questions about the relation of dreams to the 
persistence of life, since the capacity of Brewster’s 
women to dream on is identified as their capacity 
to live on. The street continues to exist marginally, 
on the edge of death; it is the “end of the line” for 
most of its inhabitants. Like the street, the novel 
hovers, moving toward the end of its line, but de- 
ferring. What prolongs both the text and the lives 
of Brewster’s inhabitants is dream; in the same 
way that Mattie’s dream of destruction postpones 
the end of the novel, the narrator’s last words iden- 
tify dream as that which affirms and perpetuates 
the life of the street. 


If the epilogue recalls the prologue, so the fi- 
nal emphasis on dreams postponed yet persistent 
recalls the poem by Langston Hughes with which 
Naylor begins the book: “What happens to a dream 
deferred?” In a catalog of similes, Hughes evokes 
the fate of dreams unfulfilled: They dry up like 
raisins in the sun, fester like sores, stink like rot- 
ten meat, crust over like syrupy sweets: They be- 
come burdensome, or possibly explosive. The 
poem suggests that to defer one’s dreams, desires, 
hopes is life-denying. Images of shriveling, putre- 
faction, and hardening dominate the poem. Despair 
and destruction are the alternatives to decay. My 
interest here is to look at the way in which Naylor 
rethinks the poem in her novel’s attention to dreams 
and desires and deferral... 


The dream of the last chapter is a way of de- 
ferring closure, but this deferral is not evidence of 
the author’s self-indulgent reluctance to make an 
end. Rather, it is an enactment of the novel’s revi- 
sion of Hughes’s poem. Yet the substance of the 
dream itself and the significance of the dreamer 
raise some further questions. Why is the anger and 
frustration that the women feel after the rape of 
Lorraine displaced into dream? There are many 
readers who feel cheated and betrayed to discover 
that the apocalyptic destruction of Brewster’s wall 
never takes place. Are we to take it that Ciel never 
really returns from San Francisco and Cora is not 
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taking an interest in the community effort to raise 
funds for tenants’ rights? All that the dream has 
promised is undercut, it seems. And yet, the place- 
ment of explosion and destruction in the realm of 
fantasy or dream that is a “false” ending marks 
Naylor’s suggestion that there are many ways to 
dream and alternative interpretations of what hap- 
pens to the dream deferred.... 


The chapter begins with a description of the 
continuous rain that follows the death of Ben. Stul- 
tifying and confining, the rain prevents the inhab- 
itants of Brewster’s community from meeting to 
talk about the tragedy; instead they are faced with 
clogged gutters, debris, trapped odors in their apart- 
ments, and listless children. Men stay away from 
home, become aggressive, and drink too much. In 
their separate spaces the women dream of a tall yel- 
low woman in a bloody green and black dress— 
Lorraine. Mattie’s dream expresses the communal] 
guilt, complicity, and anger that the women of 
Brewster Place feel about Lorraine. Ciel is present 
in Mattie’s dream because she herself has dreamed 
about the ghastly rape and mutilation with such 
identification and urgency that she obeys the im- 
pulse to return to Brewster Place: “‘And she had 
on a green dress with like black trimming, and there 
were red designs or red flowers or something on 
the front.’ Ciel’s eyes began to cloud. ‘And some- 
thing bad had happened to me by the wall—I mean 
her—something bad had happened to her’.” The 
presence of Ciel in Mattie’s dream expresses the 
elder woman’s wish that Ciel be returned to her and 
the desire that Ciel’s wounds and flight be re- 
deemed. Mattie’s son Basil, who has also fled from 
Brewster Place, is contrastingly absent. He is be- 
yond hope, and Mattie does not dream of his re- 
turn. For many of the women who have lived there, 
Brewster Place is an anchor as well as a confine- 
ment and a burden; it is the social network that, 
like a web, both sustains and entraps. Mattie’s 
dream scripts important changes for Ciel: She 
works for an insurance company (good pay, inde- 
pendence, and status above the domestic), is ready 
to start another family, and is now connected to a 
good man. Ciel] hesitantly acknowledges that he is 
not black. Middle-class status and a white husband 
offer one alternative in the vision of escape from 
Brewster Place; the novel does not criticize Ciel’s 
choices so much as suggest, by implication, the dif- 
ficulty of envisioning alternatives to Brewster’s 
black world of poverty, insecurity, and male inad- 
equacy. Yet Ciel’s dream identifies her with Lor- 
raine, whom she has never met and of whose rape 
she knows nothing. It is a sign that she is tied to 
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... the narrator 
emphasizes that the dreams of 
Brewster's inhabitants are what 
keep them alive. ‘They get up 
and pin those dreams to wet 
laundry hung out to dry, they're 
mixed with a pinch of salt and 
thrown into pots of soup, and 
they're diapered around babies. 


They ebb and flow, ebb and 
flow, but never disappear.” 





Brewster Place, carries it within her, and shares its 
tragedies.... 


Everyone in the community knows that this 
block party is significant and important because it 
is a way of moving forward after the terrible 
tragedy of Lorraine and Ben. As it begins to rain, 
the women continue desperately to solicit commu- 
nity involvement. A man who is going to buy a 
sandwich turns away; it is more important that he 
stay and eat the sandwich than that he pay for it. 
As the rain comes down, hopes for a community 
effort are scotched and frustration reaches an in- 
tolerable level. The dream of the collective party 
explodes in nightmarish destruction. Poking at a 
blood-stained brick with a popsicle stick, Cora 
says, ““Blood ain’t got no right still being here’.” 
Like the blood that runs down the palace walls in 
Blake’s “London,” this reminder of Ben and Lor- 
raine blights the block party. Tearing at the very 
bricks of Brewster’s walls is an act of resistance 
against the conditions that prevail within it. The 
more strongly each woman feels about her past in 
Brewster Place, the more determinedly the bricks 
are hurled. Ciel, for example, is not unwilling to 
cast the first brick and urges the rational Kiswana 
to join this “destruction of the temple.” Kiswana 
cannot see the blood; there is only rain. “Does it 
matter?” asks Ciel. “Does it really matter?” Frus- 
trated with perpetual pregnancy and the burdens of 
poverty and single parenting, Cora joins in readily, 
and Theresa, about to quit Brewster Place in a cab, 
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vents her pain at the fate of her lover and her fury 
with the submissiveness that breeds victimization. 
The women have different reasons, each her own 
story, but they unite in hurling bricks and breaking 
down boundaries. The dismal, incessant rain be- 
comes cleansing, and the water is described as beat- 
ing down in unison with the beating of the women’s 
hearts. Despite the inclination toward overwriting 
here, Naylor captures the cathartic and purgative 
aspects of resistance and aggression. Demonic im- 
agery, which accompanies the venting of desire that 
exceeds known limits, becomes apocalyptic. As the 
dream ends, we are left to wonder what sort of reg- 
ister the “actual” block party would occupy. The 
sun is shining when Mattie gets up: It is as if she 
has done the work of collective destruction in her 
dream, and now a sunny party can take place. But 
perhaps the mode of the party about to take place 
will be neither demonic nor apocalyptic. The close 
of the novel turns away from the intensity of the 
dream, and the satisfaction of violent protest, in- 
sisting rather on prolonged yearning and dreaming 
amid conditions which do not magically transform. 
The collective dream of the last chapter constitutes 
a “symbolic act” which, as Frederic Jameson puts 
it, enables “real social contradictions, insurmount- 
able in their own terms, [to] find a purely formal 
resolution in the aesthetic realm.” ... 


Not only does Langston Hughes’s poem speak 
generally about the nature of deferral and dreams 
unsatisfied, but in the historical context that Nay- 
lor evokes it also calls attention implicitly to the 
sixties’ dream of racial equality and the “I have a 
dream” speech of Martin Luther King, Jr.... 


The sermon’s movement is ... from disap- 
pointment, through a recognition of deferral and 
persistence, to a reiteration of vision and hope: 


Yes, I am personally the victim of deferred dreams, 
of blasted hopes, but in spite of that I close today by 
saying I still have a dream, because, you know, you 
can’t give up in life. If you lose hope, somehow you 
lose that vitality that keeps life moving, you lose that 
courage to be, that quality that helps you to go on in 
spite of all. And so today I still have a dream. 


The remainder of the sermon goes on to cele- 
brate the resurrection of the dream—‘T still have a 
dream” is repeated some eight times in the next 
paragraph. Naylor’s novel is not exhortatory or 
rousing in the same way; her response to the frac- 
ture of the collective dream is an affirmation of per- 
sistence rather than a song of culmination and apoc- 
alypse. King’s sermon culminates in the language 
of apocalypse, a register which, as I have already 
suggested, Naylor’s epilogue avoids: “T still have 
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a dream today that one day every valley shall be 
exalted and every mountain and hill will be made 
low ..., and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed 
.... Hughes’s poem and King’s sermon can thus 
be seen as two poles between which Naylor steers. 
The novel recognizes the precise political and so- 
cial consequences of the cracked dream in the com- 
munity it deals with, but asserts the vitality and life 
that persist even when faith in a particular dream 
has been disrupted. Although remarkably similar to 
Dr. King’s sermon in the recognition of blasted 
hopes and dreams deferred, The Women of Brew- 
ster Place does not reassert its faith in the dream 
of harmony and equality: It stops short of apoca- 
lypse in its affirmation of persistence. Further, Nay- 
lor suggests that the shape and content of the dream 
should be capable of flexibility and may change in 
response to changing needs and times. What the 
women of Brewster Place dream is not so impor- 
tant as that they dream.... 


Brewster’s women live within the failure of the 
sixties’ dreams, and there is no doubt a dimension 
of the novel that reflects on the shortfall. But its re- 
flection is subtle, achieved through the novel’s con- 
cern with specific women and an individualized 
neighborhood and the way in which fiction, with 
its attention focused on the particular, can be made 
to reveal the play of large historical determinants 
and forces. There is an attempt on Naylor’s part to 
invoke the wide context of Brewster’s particular 
moment in time and to blend this with her focus on 
the individual dreams and psychologies of the 
women in the stories. Perhaps because her empha- 
sis is on the timeless nature of dreams and the pri- 
vate mythology of each “ebony phoenix,” the 
specifics of history are not foregrounded. Even 
though the link between this neighborhood and the 
particular social, economic, and political realities 
of the sixties is muted rather than emphatic, defin- 
ing characteristics are discernible. In Brewster 
Place there is no upward mobility; and by conven- 
tional evaluation there are no stable family struc- 
tures. Brewster is a place for women who have no 
realistic expectations of revising their marginality, 
most of whom have “come down” in the world. 
The exception is Kiswana, from Linden Hills, who 
is deliberately downwardly mobile.... 


As presented, Brewster Place is largely a com- 
munity of women; men are mostly absent or itin- 
erant, drifting in and out of their women’s lives, 
and leaving behind them pregnancies and unpaid 
bills. It would be simple to make a case for the un- 
flattering portrayal of men in this novel; in fact 
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Naylor was concerned that her work would be seen 
as deliberately slighting of men: 


...there was something that I was very self-conscious 
about with my first novel; I bent over backwards not 
to have a negative message come through about the 
men. My emotional energy was spent in creating a 
woman’s world, telling her side of it because I knew 
it hadn’t been done enough in literature. But I wor- 
ried about whether or not the problems that were be- 
ing caused by the men in the women’s lives would 
be interpreted as some bitter statement I had to make 
about black men. (“Conversation”) 


Bearing in mind the kind of hostile criticism 
that Alice Walker’s The Color Purple evoked, one 
can understand Naylor’s concern, since male sins 
in her novel are not insignificant. Mattie is a resi- 
dent of Brewster partly because of the failings of 
the men in her life: the shiftless Butch, who is sex- 
ually irresistible; her father, whose outraged assault 
on her prompts his wife to pull a gun on him; and 
her son, whom she has spoiled to the extent that he 
one day jumps bail on her money, costing her her 
home and sending her to Brewster Place. There is 
also the damning portrait of a minister on the make 
in Etta Mae’s story, the abandonment of Ciel by 
Eugene, and the scathing presentation of the young 
male rapists in “The Two.” 


“The enemy wasn’t Black men,” Joyce Ladner 
contends, “‘but oppressive forces in the larger so- 
ciety’” [When and Where I Enter: The Impact of 
Black Women on Race and Sex in America, 1984], 
and Naylor’s presentation of men implies agree- 
ment. But while she is aware that there is nothing 
enviable about the pressures, incapacities, and frus- 
trations men absorb in a system they can neither 
beat nor truly join, her interest lies in evoking the 
lives of women, not men. Their aggression, part- 
time presence, avoidance of commitment, and 
sense of dislocation renders them alien and other 
in the community of Brewster Place. Basil and Eu- 
gene are forever on the run; other men in the sto- 
ries (Kiswana’s boyfriend Abshu, Cora Lee’s shad- 
owy lovers) are narrative ciphers. Mostly marginal 
and spectral in Brewster Place, the men reflect the 
nightmarish world they inhabit by appearing as if 
they were characters in a dream.... 


“The Block Party” is a crucial chapter of the 
book because it explores the attempts to experience 
a version of community and neighborhood. People 
know each other in Brewster Place, and as imper- 
fect and damaging as their involvement with each 
other may be, they still represent a community. As 
the title suggests, this is a novel about women and 
place. Brewster Place names the women, houses 
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them, and defines their underprivileged status. Al- 
though they come to it by very different routes, 
Brewster is a reality that they are “obliged to share” 
[as Smith States in “Toward a Black Feminist Crit- 
icism,” Conditions, 1977.] Obliged comes from the 
political, social, and economic realities of post-six- 
ties’ America—a world in which the women are 
largely disentitled. Share directs emphasis to what 
they have in common: They are women, they are 
black, and they are almost invariably poor. Among 
the women there is both commonality and differ- 
ence: “Like an ebony phoenix, each in her own time 
and with her own season had a story. ” 


Naylor’s novel does not offer itself as a de- 
finitive treatment of black women or community, 
but it reflects a reality that a great many black 
women share; it is at the same time an indictment 
of oppressive social forces and a celebration of 
courage and persistence. By considering the nature 
of personal and collective dreams within a context 
of specific social, political, and economic deter- 
minants, Naylor inscribes an ideology that affirms 
deferral; the capacity to defer and to dream is en- 
dorsed as life-availing. Like Martin Luther King, 
Naylor resists a history that seeks to impose clo- 
sure on black American dreams, recording also in 
her deferred ending a reluctance to see “commu- 
nity” as a static or finished work. There are count- 
less slum streets like Brewster; streets will con- 
tinue to be condemned and to die, but there will 
be other streets to whose decay the women of 
Brewster will cling. The image of the ebony 
phoenix developed in the introduction to the novel 
is instructive: The women rise, as from the ashes, 
and continue to live. Although the idea of mirac- 
ulous transformation associated with the phoenix 
is undercut by the starkness of slum and the per- 
petuation of poverty, the notion of regeneration 
also associated with the phoenix is supported by 
the quiet persistence of women who continue to 
dream on. While acknowledging the shriveling, 
death-bound images of Hughes’s poem, Naylor in- 
vests with value the essence of deferral—it resists 
finality. 


Source: Jill L. Matus, “Dream, Deferral, and Closure in The 
Women of Brewster Place” in Black American Literature 
Forum, spring, 1990, pp. 49-64. 


Laura E. Tanner 


Tanner examines the reader as voyeur and 
participant in the rape scene at the end of The 
Women of Brewster Place. 
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The rape scene in The Women of Brewster 
Place occurs tn “The Two,” one of the seven short 
stories that make up the novel. This story explores 
the relationship between Theresa and Lorraine, two 
lesbians who move into the run-down complex of 
apartments that make up “Brewster Place.” Lor- 
raine’s decision to return home through the short- 
cut of an alley late one night leads her into an am- 
bush in which the anger of seven teenage boys 
erupts into violence: 


Lorraine saw a pair of suede sneakers flying down 
behind the face in front of hers and they hit the ce- 
ment with a dead thump.... [C.C. and the boys] had 
been hiding up on the wall, watching her come up 
that back street, and they had waited. The face pushed 
itself so close to hers that she could look into the 
flared nostrils and smell the decomposing food in its 
teeth... 


[C.C.] slammed his kneecap into her spine and her 
body arched up, causing his nails to cut into the side 
of her mouth to stifle her cry. He pushed her arched 
body down onto the cement. Two of the boys pinned 
her arms, two wrenched open her legs, while C.C. 
knelt between them and pushed up her dress and tore 
at the top of her pantyhose. Lorraine’s body was 
twisting in convulsions of fear that they mistook for 
resistance, and C.C. brought his fist down into her 
stomach. 


Better lay the fuck still, cunt, or PIL rip open your 
guts. 


The impact of his fist forced air into her constricted 
throat, and she worked her sore mouth, trying to form 
the one word that had been clawing inside of her— 
“Please.” It squeezed through her paralyzed vocal 
cords and fell lifelessly at their feet. Lorraine 
clamped her eyes shut and, using all of the strength 
left within her, willed it to rise again. 


Please. 


The sixth boy took a dirty paper bag lying on the 
ground and stuffed it into her mouth. She felt a weight 
drop on her spread body. Then she opened her eyes 
and they screamed and screamed into the face above 
hers—the face that was pushing this tearing pain in- 
side of her body. 


In Naylor’s representation of rape, the victim 
ceases to be an erotic object subjected to the con- 
trol of the reader’s gaze. Instead, that gaze, like 
Lorraine’s, is directed outward; it is the violator 
upon whom the reader focuses, the violator’s body 
that becomes detached and objectified before the 
reader’s eyes as it is reduced to “a pair of suede 
sneakers,” a “face” with “decomposing food in its 
teeth.” As the look of the audience ceases to per- 
petuate the victimizing stance of the rapists, the 
subject/object locations of violator and victim are 
reversed. Although the reader’s gaze is directed at 
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a body that is, in Mulvey’s terms, “stylised and 
fragmented by close-ups,” the body that is dissected 
by that gaze is the body of the violator and not his 
victim. 

The limitations of narrative render any disrup- 
tion of the violator/spectator affiliation difficult to 
achieve; while sadism, in Mulvey’s words, “de- 
mands a story,” pain destroys narrative, shatters 
referential realities, and challenges the very power 
of language. The attempt to translate violence into 
narrative, therefore, very easily lapses into a chore- 
ography of bodily positions and angles of assault 
that serves as a transcription of the violator’s story. 
In the case of rape, where a violator frequently co- 
opts not only the victim’s physical form but her 
power of speech, the external manifestations that 
make up a visual narrative of violence are anything 
but objective. To provide an “external” perspective 
on rape is to represent the story that the violator 
has created, to ignore the resistance of the victim 
whose body has been appropriated within the 
rapist’s rhythms and whose enforced silence dis- 
guises the enormity of her pain. In The Accused, a 
1988 film in which Jody Foster gives an Oscar- 
winning performance as a rape victim, the prob- 
lematics of transforming the victim’s experience 
into visualizable form are addressed, at least in part, 
through the use of flashback; the rape on which the 
film centers is represented only at the end of the 
film, after the viewer has followed the trail of the 
victim’s humiliation and pain. Because the victim’s 
story cannot be told in the representation itself, it 
is told first; in the representation that follows, that 
story lingers in the viewer’s mind, qualifying the 
victim’s inability to express herself and providing, 
їп essence, a counter-text to the story of violation 
that the camera provides. 


While Naylor’s novel portrays the victim’s si- 
lence in its narrative of rape, it, too, probes beneath 
the surface of the violator’s story to reveal the 
struggle beneath that enforced silence. Naylor rep- 
resents Lorraine’s silence not as a passive absence 
of speech but as a desperate struggle to regain the 
voice stolen from her through violence. “Power and 
violence,” in Hannah Arendt’s words, “are oppo- 
sites; where the one rules absolutely, the other is 
absent” [On Violence, 1970]. The nicety of the po- 
lite word of social discourse that Lorraine franti- 
cally attempts to articulate—“please”—emphasizes 
the brute terrorism of the boys’ act of rape and ex- 
poses the desperate means by which they rule. 
“Woman,” Mulvey observes, “stands in patriarchal 
culture as signifier for the male other, bound by a 
symbolic order in which man can live out his phan- 
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tasies and obsessions through linguistic control by 
imposing them on the silent image of woman still 
tied to her place as bearer of meaning, not maker 
of meaning.” In Naylor’s description of Lorraine’s 
rape “the silent image of woman” 1s haunted by the 
power of a thousand suppressed screams; that im- 
age comes to testify not to the woman’s feeble ac- 
quiescence to male signification but to the brute 
force of the violence required to “tie” the woman 
to her place as “bearer of meaning.”’... 


Rather than watching a distant action unfold 
from the anonymity of the darkened theater or read- 
ing about an illicit act from the safety of an arm- 
chair, Naylor’s audience is thrust into the middle 
of a rape the representation of which subverts the 
very “sense of separation” upon which voyeurism 
depends. The “imagised, eroticized concept of the 
world that ... makes a mockery of empirical ob- 
jectivity” is here replaced by the discomforting 
proximity of two human faces locked in violent 
struggle and defined not by eroticism but by the 
pain inflicted by one and borne by the other: 


Then she opened her eyes and they screamed and 
screamed into the face above hers—the face that was 
pushing this tearing pain inside of her body. The 
screams tried to break through her corneas out into 
the air, but the tough rubbery flesh sent them vibrat- 
ing back into her brain, first shaking lifeless the cells 
that nurtured her memory. Then the cells went that 
contained her powers of taste and smell. The last that 
were screamed to death were those that supplied her 
with the ability to love—or hate. 


The gaze that in Mulvey reduces woman to 
erotic object is here centered within that woman 
herself and projected outward. The reader is locked 
into the victim’s body, positioned behind Lor- 
raine’s corneas along with the screams that try to 
break out into the air. By manipulating the reader’s 
placement within the scene of violence, Naylor sub- 
verts the objectifying power of the gaze; as the gaze 
is trapped within the erotic object, the necessary 
distance between the voyeur and the object of 
voyeuristic pleasure is collapsed. The detachment 
that authorizes the process of imaginative identifi- 
cation with the rapist is withdrawn, forcing the 
reader within the confines of the victim’s world. 


Situated within the margins of the violator’s 
story of rape, the reader is able to read beneath the 
bodily configurations that make up its text, to ex- 
perience the world-destroying violence required to 
appropriate the victim’s body as a sign of the vio- 
lator’s power. Lurking beneath the image of woman 
as passive signifier is the fact of a body turned trai- 
tor against the consciousness that no longer rules 
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it, a body made, by sheer virtue of physiology, to 
encircle and in a sense embrace its violator. In Nay- 
lor’s representation, Lorraine’s pain and not the 
rapist’s body becomes the agent of violation, the 
force of her own destruction: “The screams tried to 
break through her corneas out into the air, but the 
tough rubbery flesh sent them vibrating back into 
her brain, first shaking lifeless the cells that nur- 
tured her memory.” Lorraine’s inability to express 
her own pain forces her to absorb not only the shock 
of bodily violation but the sudden rupture of her 
mental and psychological autonomy. As the body 
of the victim is forced to tell the rapist’s story, that 
body turns against Lorraine’s consciousness and 
begins to destroy itself, cell by cell. In all physical 
pain, Elaine Scarry observes, “suicide and murder 
converge, for one feels acted upon, annihilated, by 
inside and outside alike.” Naylor succeeds in com- 
municating the victim’s experience of rape exactly 
because her representation documents not only the 
violation of Lorraine’s body from without but the 
resulting assault on her consciousness from within. 


In order to capture the victim’s pain in words, 
to contain it within a narrative unable to account 
for its intangibility, Naylor turns referentiality 
against itself. In her representation of violence, the 
victim’s pain is defined only through negation, her 
agony experienced only in the reader’s imagina- 
tion: 


Lorraine was no longer conscious of the pain in her 
spine or stomach. She couldn’t feel the skin that was 
rubbing off of her arms from being pressed against 
the rough cement. What was left of her mind was 
centered around the pounding motion that was rip- 
ping her insides apart. She couldn’t tell when they 
changed places and the second weight, then the third 
and fourth, dropped on her—it was all one continu- 
ous hacksawing of torment that kept her eyes scream- 
ing the only word she was fated to utter again and 
again for the rest of her life. Please. 


Her thighs and stomach had become so slimy from 
her blood and their semen that the last two boys did- 
n’t want to touch her, so they turned her over, 
propped her head and shoulders against the wall, and 
took her from behind. When they had finished and 
stopped holding her up, her body fell over like an un- 
stringed puppet. She didn’t feel her split rectum or 
the patches in her skull where her hair had been torn 
off by grating against the bricks. Lorraine lay in that 
alley only screaming at the moving pain inside of her 
that refused to come to rest. 


Recognizing that pain defies representation, 
Naylor invokes a referential system that focuses on 
the bodily manifestations of pain—skinned arms, a 
split rectum, a bloody skull—only to reject it as in- 
effective. Lorraine, we are told, “was no longer 
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conscious of the pain in her spine or stomach. She 
couldn’t feel the skin that was rubbing off of her 
arms.... She couldn’t tell when they changed 
places.... She didn’t feel her split rectum or the 
patches in her skull where her hair had been torn 
off.” Naylor piles pain upon pain—each one an ex- 
perience of agony that the reader may compare to 
his or her own experience—only to define the to- 
tal of all these experiences as insignificant, incom- 
parable to the “pounding motion that was ripping 
{Lorraine’s] insides apart.” Naylor ... brings the 
reader to the edge of experience only to abandon 
him or her to the power of the imagination; in this 
case, however, the structured blanks that the novel 
asks the reader to fill in demand the imaginative 
construction of the victim’s pain rather than the vi- 
olator’s pleasure.... 


As Naylor disentangles the reader from the vic- 
tim’s consciousness at the end of her representa- 
tion, the radical dynamics of a female-gendered 
reader are thrown into relief by the momentary rein- 
troduction of a distanced perspective on violence: 
“Lorraine lay pushed up against the wall on the cold 
ground with her eyes staring straight up into the 
sky. When the sun began to warm the air and the 
horizon brightened, she still lay there, her mouth 
crammed with paper bag, her dress pushed up un- 
der her breasts, her bloody pantyhose hanging from 
her thighs.” In this one sentence, Naylor pushes the 
reader back into the safety of a world of artistic 
mediation and restores the reader’s freedom to nav- 
igate safely through the details of the text. Under 
the pressure of the reader’s controlling gaze, Lor- 
raine is immediately reduced to the status of an ob- 
ject—part mouth, part breasts, part thighs—subject 
to the viewer’s scrutiny. In the last sentence of the 
chapter, as in this culminating description of the 
rape, Naylor deliberately jerks the reader back into 
the distanced perspective that authorizes 
scopophilia; the final image that she leaves us with 
is an image not of Lorraine’s pain but of “a tall yel- 
low woman in a bloody green and black dress, 
scraping at the air, crying, ‘Please. Please.’” This 
sudden shift of perspective unveils the connection 
between the scopophilic gaze and the objectifying 
force of violence. The power of the gaze to master 
and control is forced to its inevitable culmination 
as the body that was the object of erotic pleasure 
becomes the object of violence.... By framing her 
own representation of rape with an “objective” de- 
scription that promotes the violator’s story of rape, 
Naylor exposes not only the connection between 
violation and objectification but the ease with 
which the reader may be persuaded to accept both. 
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As the object of the reader’s gaze is suddenly 
shifted, that reader is thrust into an understanding 
of the way in which his or her own look may per- 
petuate the violence of rape. 


In that violence, the erotic object is not only 
transformed into the object of violence but is made 
to testify to the suitability of the object status pro- 
jected upon it. Co-opted by the rapist’s story, the 
victim’s body—violated, damaged and discarded— 
is introduced as authorization for the very brutal- 
ity that has destroyed it. The sudden interjection of 
an “objective” perspective into Naylor’s represen- 
tation traces that process of authorization as the nar- 
rative pulls back from the subtext of the victim’s 
pain to focus the reader’s gaze on the “object” sta- 
tus of the victim’s body. Empowered by the dis- 
tanced dynamics of a gaze that authorizes not only 
scopophilia but its inevitable culmination in vio- 
lence, the reader who responds uncritically to the 
violator’s story of rape comes to see the victim not 
as a human being, not as an object of violence, but 
as the object itself. 


The “objective” picture of a battered woman 
scraping at the air in a bloody green and black 
dress is shocking exactly because it seems to have 
so little to do with the woman whose pain the 
reader has just experienced. Having recognized 
Lorraine as a human being who becomes a victim 
of violence, the reader recoils from the unfamiliar 
picture of a creature who seems less human than 
animal, less subject than object. As Naylor’s rep- 
resentation retreats for even a moment to the dis- 
tanced perspective ... the objectifying pressure of 
the reader’s gaze allows that reader to see not the 
brutality of the act of violation but the brute-like 
characteristics of its victim. To see Lorraine scrap- 
ing at the air in her bloody garment is to see not 
only the horror of what happened to her but the 
horror that is her. The violation of her personhood 
that is initiated with the rapist’s objectifying look 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy borne out by the 
literal destruction of her body; rape reduces its 
victim to the status of an animal and then flaunts 
as authorization the very body that it has mutilated. 
Insofar as the reader’s gaze perpetuates the process 
of objectification, the reader, too, becomes a 
violator. 


Naylor’s temporary restoration of the objecti- 
fying gaze only emphasizes the extent to which her 
representation of violence subverts the conven- 
tional dynamics of the reading and viewing 
processes. By denying the reader the freedom to 
observe the victim of violence from behind the wall 
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Naylor ... brings the 
reader to the edge of experience 
only to abandon him or her to 

the power of the imagination; in 
this case, however, the structured 
blanks that the novel asks the 
reader to fill in demand the 
imaginative construction of the 
victim’s pain rather than the 
violator's pleasure...” 





of aesthetic convention, to manipulate that victim 
as an object of imaginative play, Naylor disrupts 
the connection between violator and viewer that 
Mulvey emphasizes in her discussion of cinematic 
convention.... Inviting the viewer to enter the 
world of violence that lurks just beyond the wall 
of art, Naylor traps the reader behind that wall. As 
the reader’s gaze is centered within the victim’s 
body, the reader, ... is stripped of the safety of aes- 
thetic distance and the freedom of artistic response. 
In Naylor’s representation of rape, the power of the 
gaze 1s turned against itself; the aesthetic observer 
is forced to watch powerlessly as the violator steps 
up to the wall to stare with detached pleasure at an 
exhibit in which the reader, as well as the victim 
of violence, is on display. 

Source: Laura E. Tanner, “Reading Rape: Sanctuary and 


The Women of Brewster Place” in American Literature, Vol. 
62, No. 4, December, 1990, pp. 559-82. 
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A comprehensive compilation of critical responses to 
Naylor’s works, including: sections devoted to her 
novels, essays and seminal articles relating feminist 
perspectives, and comparisons of Naylor’s novels to 
classical authors. 


William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying, Cape and Smith, 1930. 
This is a story that depicts a family’s struggle with 
grieving and community as they prepare to bury their 
dead mother. Faulkner uses fifteen different voices 
to tell the story. 


Virginia C. Fowler, “‘Ebony Phoenixes’: The Women of 

Brewster Place,” in Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary, 

edited by Frank Day, Twayne Publishers, 1996, pp. 21-58. 
Offers a general analysis of the structure, characters, 
and themes of the novel. 





, Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary, Twayne, 
1996. 
Biographical and critical study. Fowler tries to place 
Naylor’s work within the context of African-Ameri- 
can female writers since the 1960s. 


Annie Gottlieb, a review in The New York Times Book Re- 
view, August 22, 1982, p. 11. 
Praises Naylor’s treatment of women and relation- 
ships. 


Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, edited by Barbara 
Smith, Naiad, 1989. 
A collection of works by noted authors such as Al- 
ice Walker, June Jordan, and others. Essays, poetry, 
and prose on the black feminist experience. 


bell hooks, Ain’t Ia Woman: Black Women and Feminism, 
South End, 1981. 
A nonfiction theoretical work concerning the rights 
of black women and the need to work for change re- 
lating to the issues of racism, sexism, and societal 
oppression. 


Kate Rushin, Black Back-ups, Firebrand Books, 1993. 
The author captures the faces, voices, feelings, 
words, and stories of an African-American family in 
the neighborhood and town where she grew up. 


Sapphire, American Dreams, Vintage, 1996. 
Through prose and poetry, the author addresses is- 
sues of family violence, urban decay, spiritual re- 
newal, and others, yet rises above the grim realism 
to find hope and inspiration. 


Dorothy Wickenden, a review in The New Republic, Sep- 
tember 6, 1982, p. 37. 

Observes that Naylor’s “knowing portrayal” of Mat- 

tie unites the seven stories that form the novel. 
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Glossary of Literary Terms 


A 


Abstract: As an adjective applied to writing or lit- 
erary works, abstract refers to words or phrases that 
name things not knowable through the five senses. 


Aestheticism: A literary and artistic movement of 
the nineteenth century. Followers of the movement 
believed that art should not be mixed with social, 
political, or moral teaching. The statement “art for 
art’s sake” is a good summary of aestheticism. The 
movement had its roots in France, but it gained 
widespread importance in England in the last half 
of the nineteenth century, where it helped change 
the Victorian practice of including moral lessons in 
literature. 


Allegory: A narrative technique in which charac- 
ters representing things or abstract ideas are used 
to convey a message or teach a lesson. Allegory is 
typically used to teach moral, ethical, or religious 
lessons but is sometimes used for satiric or politi- 
cal purposes. 


Allusion: A reference to a familiar literary or his- 
torical person or event, used to make an idea more 
easily understood. 


Analogy: A comparison of two things made to ex- 
plain something unfamiliar through its similarities 
to something familiar, or to prove one point based 
on the acceptedness of another. Similes and 
metaphors are types of analogies. 


Antagonist: The major character in a narrative or 
drama who works against the hero or protagonist. 
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Anthropomorphism: The presentation of animals 
or objects in human shape or with human charac- 
teristics. The term is derived from the Greek word 
for “human form.” 


Antihero: A central character in a work of liter- 
ature who lacks traditional heroic qualities such 
as courage, physical prowess, and fortitude. Anti- 
heroes typically distrust conventional values and 
are unable to commit themselves to any ideals. 
They generally feel helpless in a world over which 
they have no control. Antiheroes usually accept, 
and often celebrate, their positions as social out- 
casts. 


Apprenticeship Novel: See Bildungsroman 


Archetype: The word archetype is commonly used 
to describe an original pattern or model from which 
all other things of the same kind are made. This 
term was introduced to literary criticism from the 
psychology of Carl Jung. It expresses Jung’s the- 
ory that behind every person’s “unconscious,” or 
repressed memories of the past, lies the “collective 
unconscious” of the human race: memories of the 
countless typical experiences of our ancestors. 
These memories are said to prompt illogical asso- 
ciations that trigger powerful emotions in the 
reader. Often, the emotional process is primitive, 
even primordial. Archetypes are the literary images 
that grow out of the “collective unconscious.” They 
appear in literature as incidents and plots that re- 
peat basic patterns of life. They may also appear as 
stereotyped characters. 
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Avant-garde: French term meaning “vanguard.” It 
is used in literary criticism to describe new writing 
that rejects traditional approaches to literature in 


favor of innovations in style or content. 


B 


Beat Movement: A period featuring a group of 
American poets and novelists of the 1950s and 
1960s—including Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, 
Gregory Corso, William S. Burroughs, and Law- 
rence Ferlinghetti—who rejected established social 
and literary values. Using such techniques as stream 
of consciousness writing and jazz-influenced free 
verse and focusing on unusual or abnormal states 
of mind—generated by religious ecstasy or the use 
of drugs—the Beat writers aimed to create works 
that were unconventional in both form and subject 
matter. 


Bildungsroman: A German word meaning “novel 
of development.” The bildungsroman is a study of 
the maturation of a youthful character, typically 
brought about through a series of social or sexual 
encounters that lead to self-awareness. Bildungs- 
roman is used interchangeably with erziehungsro- 
man, a novel of initiation and education. When a 
bildungsroman is concerned with the development 
of an artist (as in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man), it is often termed a kun- 
stlerroman. Also known as Apprenticeship Novel, 
Coming of Age Novel, Erziehungsroman, or Kun- 
stlerroman. 


Black Aesthetic Movement: A period of artistic 
and literary development among African Ameri- 
cans in the 1960s and early 1970s. This was the 
first major African-American artistic movement 
since the Harlem Renaissance and was closely par- 
alleled by the civil nghts and black power move- 
ments. The black aesthetic writers attempted to pro- 
duce works of art that would be meaningful to the 
black masses. Key figures in black aesthetics in- 
cluded one of its founders, poet and playwright 
Amiri Baraka, formerly known as LeRoi Jones; 
poet and essayist Haki R. Madhubuti, formerly Don 
L. Lee; poet and playwright Sonia Sanchez; and 
dramatist Ed Bullins. Also known as Black Arts 
Movement. 


Black Humor: Writing that places grotesque ele- 
ments side by side with humorous ones in an at- 
tempt to shock the reader, forcing him or her to 
laugh at the horrifying reality of a disordered world. 
Also known as Black Comedy. 


Burlesque: Any literary work that uses exaggera- 
tion to make its subject appear ridiculous, either by 
treating a trivial subject with profound seriousness 
or by treating a dignified subject frivolously. The 
word “burlesque” may also be used as an adjective, 
as in “burlesque show,” to mean “striptease act.” 


С 


Character: Broadly speaking, a person in a liter- 
ary work. The actions of characters are what con- 
stitute the plot of a story, novel, or poem. There are 
numerous types of characters, ranging from sim- 
ple, stereotypical figures to intricate, multifaceted 
ones. In the techniques of anthropomorphism and 
personification, animals—and even places or 
things—can assume aspects of character. “Charac- 
terization” is the process by which an author cre- 
ates vivid, believable characters in a work of art. 
This may be done in a variety of ways, including 
(1) direct description of the character by the narra- 
tor; (2) the direct presentation of the speech, 
thoughts, or actions of the character; and (3) the re- 
sponses of other characters to the character. The 
term “character” also refers to a form originated by 
the ancient Greek writer Theophrastus that later be- 
came popular in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. It is a short essay or sketch of a person 
who prominently displays a specific attribute or 
quality, such as miserliness or ambition. 


Climax: The turning point in a narrative, the mo- 
ment when the conflict is at its most intense. Typ- 
ically, the structure of stories, novels, and plays is 
one of rising action, in which tension builds to the 
climax, followed by falling action, in which ten- 
sion lessens as the story moves to its conclusion. 


Colloquialism: A word, phrase, or form of pro- 
nunciation that is acceptable in casual conversation 
but not in formal, written communication. It is con- 
sidered more acceptable than slang. 


Coming of Age Novel: See Bildungsroman 


Concrete: Concrete is the opposite of abstract, and 
refers to a thing that actually exists or a descrip- 
tion that allows the reader to experience an object 
or concept with the senses. 


Connotation: The impression that a word gives be- 
yond its defined meaning. Connotations may be 
universally understood or may be significant only 
to a certain group. 


Convention: Any widely accepted literary device, 
style, or form. 
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Denotation: The definition of a word, apart from 
the impressions or feelings it creates (connotations) 
in the reader. 


Denouement: A French word meaning “the un- 
knotting.” In literary criticism, it denotes the reso- 
lution of conflict in fiction or drama. The denoue- 
ment follows the climax and provides an outcome 
to the primary plot situation as well as an expla- 
nation of secondary plot complications. The de- 
nouement often involves a character’s recognition 
of his or her state of mind or moral condition. Also 
known as Falling Action. 


Description: Descriptive writing is intended to al- 
low a reader to picture the scene or setting in which 
the action of a story takes place. The form this de- 
scription takes often evokes an intended emotional 
response—a dark, spooky graveyard will evoke 
fear, and a peaceful, sunny meadow will evoke 
calmness. 


Dialogue: In its widest sense, dialogue is simply 
conversation between people in a literary work; in 
its most restricted sense, it refers specifically to the 
speech of characters in a drama. As a specific lit- 
erary genre, a “dialogue” is a composition in which 
characters debate an issue or idea. 


Diction: The selection and arrangement of words 
in a literary work. Either or both may vary de- 
pending on the desired effect. There are four gen- 
eral types of diction: “formal,” used in scholarly or 
lofty writing; “informal,” used in relaxed but edu- 
cated conversation; “colloquial,” used in everyday 
speech; and “slang,” containing newly coined words 
and other terms not accepted in formal usage. 


Didactic: A term used to describe works of litera- 
ture that aim to teach some moral, religious, polit- 
ical, or practical lesson. Although didactic elements 
are often found in artistically pleasing works, the 
term “didactic” usually refers to literature in which 
the message is more important than the form. The 
term may also be used to criticize a work that the 
critic finds “overly didactic,” that is, heavy-handed 
in its delivery of a lesson. 


Doppelganger: A literary technique by which a 
character is duplicated (usually in the form of an 
alter ego, though sometimes as a ghostly counter- 
part) or divided into two distinct, usually opposite 
personalities. The use of this character device 15 
widespread in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
literature, and indicates a growing awareness 
among authors that the “self” is really a composite 
of many “selves.” Also known as The Double. 


Volume #4 


Glossary of Literary Terms 
Double Entendre: A corruption of a French phrase 
meaning “double meaning.” The term is used to in- 
dicate a word or phrase that is deliberately am- 
biguous, especially when one of the meanings is 
risqué or improper. 

Dramatic Irony: Occurs when the audience of a 
play or the reader of a work of literature knows 
something that a character in the work itself does 
not know. The irony is in the contrast between the 
intended meaning of the statements or actions of a 
character and the additional information under- 
stood by the audience. 


Dystopia: An imaginary place in a work of fiction 
where the characters lead dehumanized, fearful 
lives. 


E 


Edwardian: Describes cultural conventions iden- 
tified with the period of the reign of Edward VII 
of England (1901-1910). Writers of the Edwardian 
Age typically displayed a strong reaction against 
the propriety and conservatism of the Victorian 
Age. Their work often exhibits distrust of author- 
ity in religion, politics, and art and expresses strong 
doubts about the soundness of conventional values. 


Empathy: A sense of shared experience, including 
emotional and physical feelings, with someone or 
something other than oneself. Empathy is often 
used to describe the response of a reader to a liter- 
ary character. 


Enlightenment, The: An_ eighteenth-century 
philosophical movement. It began in France but had 
a wide impact throughout Europe and America. 
Thinkers of the Enlightenment valued reason and 
believed that both the individual and society could 
achieve a state of perfection. Corresponding to this 
essentially humanist vision was a resistance to re- 
ligious authority. 


Epigram: A saying that makes the speaker’s point 
quickly and concisely. Often used to preface a 
novel. 


Epilogue: A concluding statement or section of a 
literary work. In dramas, particularly those of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the epilogue 
is a closing speech, often in verse, delivered by an 
actor at the end of a play and spoken directly to the 
audience. 


Epiphany: A sudden revelation of truth inspired 
by a seemingly trivial incident. 


Episode: An incident that forms part of a story and 
is significantly related to it. Episodes may be ei- 
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ther self-contained narratives or events that depend 


on a larger context for their sense and importance. 


Epistolary Novel: A novel in the form of letters. 
The form was particularly popular in the eighteenth 
century. 

Epithet: A word or phrase, often disparaging or 
abusive, that expresses a character trait of someone 
or something. 


Existentialism: A predominantly twentieth- 
century philosophy concerned with the nature and 
perception of human existence. There are two ma- 
jor strains of existentialist thought: atheistic and 
Christian. Followers of atheistic existentialism be- 
lieve that the individual is alone in a godless uni- 
verse and that the basic human condition is one of 
suffering and loneliness. Nevertheless, because 
there are no fixed values, individuals can create 
their own characters—indeed, they can shape them- 
selves—through the exercise of free will. The athe- 
istic strain culminates in and is popularly associ- 
ated with the works of Jean-Paul Sartre. The 
Christian existentialists, on the other hand, believe 
that only in God may people find freedom from 
life’s anguish. The two strains hold certain beliefs 
in common: that existence cannot be fully under- 
stood or described through empirical effort; that an- 
guish is a universal element of life; that individu- 
als must bear responsibility for their actions; and 
that there is no common standard of behavior or 
perception for religious and ethical matters. 


Expatriates: See Expatriatism 


Expatriatism: The practice of leaving one’s coun- 
try to live for an extended period in another coun- 
try. 

Exposition: Writing intended to explain the nature 
of an idea, thing, or theme. Expository writing is 
often combined with description, narration, or ar- 
gument. In dramatic writing, the exposition is the 
introductory material which presents the characters, 
setting, and tone of the play. 


Expressionism: An indistinct literary term, origi- 
nally used to describe an early twentieth-century 
school of German painting. The term applies to al- 
most any mode of unconventional, highly subjec- 
tive writing that distorts reality in some way. 


F 


Fable: A prose or verse narrative intended to con- 
vey a moral. Animals or inanimate objects with 
human characteristics often serve as characters in 
fables. 


Falling Action: See Denouement 


Fantasy: A literary form related to mythology and 
folklore. Fantasy literature is typically set in non- 
existent realms and features supernatural beings. 


Farce: A type of comedy characterized by broad 
humor, outlandish incidents, and often vulgar sub- 
ject matter. 


Femme fatale: A French phrase with the literal 
translation “fatal woman.” A femme fatale is a sen- 
suous, alluring woman who often leads men into 
danger or trouble. 


Fiction: Any story that is the product of imagina- 
tion rather than a documentation of fact. Charac- 
ters and events in such narratives may be based in 
real life but their ultimate form and configuration 
is a creation of the author. 


Figurative Language: A technique in writing in 
which the author temporarily interrupts the order, 
construction, or meaning of the writing for a par- 
ticular effect. This interruption takes the form of one 
or more figures of speech such as hyperbole, irony, 
or simile. Figurative language is the opposite of lit- 
eral language, in which every word is truthful, ac- 
curate, and free of exaggeration or embellishment. 


Figures of Speech: Writing that differs from cus- 
tomary conventions for construction, meaning, or- 
der, or significance for the purpose of a special 
meaning or effect. There are two major types of 
figures of speech: rhetorical figures, which do not 
make changes in the meaning of the words, and 
tropes, which do. 


Fin de siecle: A French term meaning “end of the 
century.” The term is used to denote the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, a transition period when 
writers and other artists abandoned old conventions 
and looked for new techniques and objectives. 


First Person: See Point of View 


Flashback: A device used in literature to present 
action that occurred before the beginning of the 
story. Flashbacks are often introduced as the 
dreams or recollections of one or more characters. 


Foil: A character in a work of literature whose 
physical or psychological qualities contrast 
strongly with, and therefore highlight, the corre- 
sponding qualities of another character. 


Folklore: Traditions and myths preserved in a cul- 
ture or group of people. Typically, these are passed 
on by word of mouth in various forms—such as 
legends, songs, and proverbs—or preserved in cus- 
toms and ceremonies. This term was first used by 
W. J. Thoms in 1846. 
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Folktale: A story originating in oral tradition. Folk- 
tales fall into a variety of categories, including leg- 
ends, ghost stories, fairy tales, fables, and anec- 
dotes based on historical figures and events. 


Foreshadowing: A device used in literature to cre- 
ate expectation or to set up an explanation of later 
developments. 


Form: The pattern or construction of a work which 
identifies its genre and distinguishes it from other 
genres. 


G 


Genre: A category of literary work. In critical the- 
ory, genre may refer to both the content of a given 
work—tragedy, comedy, pastoral—and to its form, 
such as poetry, novel, or drama. 


Gilded Age: A period in American history during 
the 1870s characterized by political corruption and 
materialism. A number of important novels of so- 
cial and political criticism were written during this 
time. 


Gothicism: In literary criticism, works character- 
ized by a taste for the medieval or morbidly at- 
tractive. A gothic novel prominently features ele- 
ments of horror, the supernatural, gloom, and 
violence: clanking chains, terror, charnel houses, 
ghosts, medieval castles, and mysteriously slam- 
ming doors. The term “gothic novel” is also ap- 
plied to novels that lack elements of the traditional 
Gothic setting but that create a similar atmosphere 
of terror or dread. 


Grotesque: In literary criticism, the subject matter 
of a work or a style of expression characterized by 
exaggeration, deformity, freakishness, and disor- 
der. The grotesque often includes an element of 
comic absurdity. 


Н 


Harlem Renaissance: The Harlem Renaissance of 
the 1920s is generally considered the first signifi- 
cant movement of black writers and artists in the 
United States. During this period, new and estab- 
lished black writers published more fiction and po- 
etry than ever before, the first influential black lit- 
erary journals were established, and black authors 
and artists received their first widespread recogni- 
tion and serious critical appraisal. Among the ma- 
jor writers associated with this period are Claude 
McKay, Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen, Langston 
Hughes, Arna Bontemps, Nella Larsen, and Zora 
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Neale Hurston. Also known as Negro Renaissance 
and New Negro Movement. 


Hero/Heroine: The principal sympathetic charac- 
ter (male or female) in a literary work. Heroes and 
heroines typically exhibit admirable traits: ideal- 
ism, courage, and integrity, for example. 


Holocaust Literature: Literature influenced by or 
written about the Holocaust of World War II. Such 
literature includes true stories of survival in con- 
centration camps, escape, and life after the war, as 
well as fictional works and poetry. 


Humanism: A philosophy that places faith in the 
dignity of humankind and rejects the medieval per- 
ception of the individual as a weak, fallen creature. 
“Humanists” typically believe in the perfectibility 
of human nature and view reason and education as 
the means to that end. 


Hyperbole: In literary criticism, deliberate exag- 
geration used to achieve an effect. 


I 


Idiom: A word construction or verbal expression 
closely associated with a given language. 


Image: A concrete representation of an object or 
sensory experience. Typically, such a representa- 
tion helps evoke the feelings associated with the 
object or experience itself. Images are either “lit- 
eral” or “figurative.” Literal images are especially 
concrete and involve little or no extension of the 
obvious meaning of the words used to express 
them. Figurative images do not follow the literal 
meaning of the words exactly. Images in literature 
are usually visual, but the term “image” can also 
refer to the representation of any sensory experi- 
ence. 


Imagery: The array of images in a literary work. 
Also, figurative language. 


In medias res: A Latin term meaning “in the mid- 
dle of things.” It refers to the technique of begin- 
ning a story at its midpoint and then using various 
flashback devices to reveal previous action. 


Interior Monologue: A narrative technique in 
which characters’ thoughts are revealed in a way 
that appears to be uncontrolled by the author. The 
interior monologue typically aims to reveal the in- 
ner self of a character. It portrays emotional expe- 
riences as they occur at both a conscious and un- 
conscious level. Images are often used to represent 
sensations or emotions. 
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Irony: In literary criticism, the effect of language 
in which the intended meaning is the opposite of 


what is stated. 


J 


Jargon: Language that is used or understood only 
by a select group of people. Jargon may refer to 
terminology used in a certain profession, such as 
computer jargon, or it may refer to any nonsensi- 
cal language that is not understood by most peo- 
ple. 


L 
Leitmotiv: See Motif 


Literal Language: An author uses literal language 
when he or she writes without exaggerating or em- 
bellishing the subject matter and without any tools 
of figurative language. 


Lost Generation: A term first used by Gertrude 
Stein to describe the post-World War I generation 
of American writers: men and women haunted by 
a sense of betrayal and emptiness brought about by 
the destructiveness of the war. 


M 


Mannerism: Exaggerated, artificial adherence to a 
literary manner or style. Also, a popular style of 
the visual arts of late sixteenth-century Europe that 
was marked by elongation of the human form and 
by intentional spatial distortion. Literary works that 
are self-consciously high-toned and artistic are of- 
ten said to be “mannered.” 


Metaphor: A figure of speech that expresses an 
idea through the image of another object. 
Metaphors suggest the essence of the first object 
by identifying it with certain qualities of the sec- 
ond object. 


Modernism: Modern literary practices. Also, the 
principles of a literary school that lasted from 
roughly the beginning of the twentieth century un- 
til the end of World War II. Modernism is defined 
by its rejection of the literary conventions of the 
nineteenth century and by its opposition to con- 
ventional morality, taste, traditions, and economic 
values. 


Mood: The prevailing emotions of a work or of the 
author in his or her creation of the work. The mood 
of a work is not always what might be expected 
based on its subject matter. 
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Motif: A theme, character type, image, metaphor, 
or other verbal element that recurs throughout a sin- 
gle work of literature or occurs in a number of dif- 
ferent works over a period of time. Also known as 
Motiv or Leitmotiv. 


Myth: An anonymous tale emerging from the tra- 
ditional beliefs of a culture or social unit. Myths 
use supernatural explanations for natural phenom- 
ena. They may also explain cosmic issues like cre- 
ation and death. Collections of myths, known as 
mythologies, are common to all cultures and na- 
tions, but the best-known myths belong to the 
Norse, Roman, and Greek mythologies. 


N 


Narration: The telling of a series of events, real 
or invented. A narration may be either a simple nar- 
rative, in which the events are recounted chrono- 
logically, or a narrative with a plot, in which the 
account is given in a Style reflecting the author’s 
artistic concept of the story. Narration is sometimes 
used as a synonym for “storyline.” 


Narrative: A verse or prose accounting of an event 
or sequence of events, real or invented. The term 
is also used as an adjective in the sense “method 
of narration.” For example, in literary criticism, the 
expression “narrative technique” usually refers to 
the way the author structures and presents his or 
her story. 


Narrator: The teller of a story. The narrator may 
be the author or a character in the story through 
whom the author speaks. 


Naturalism: A literary movement of the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries. The move- 
ment’s major theorist, French novelist Emile Zola, 
envisioned a type of fiction that would examine hu- 
man life with the objectivity of scientific inquiry. 
The Naturalists typically viewed human beings as 
either the products of “biological determinism,” 
ruled by hereditary instincts and engaged in an end- 
less struggle for survival, or as the products of “so- 
cioeconomic determinism,” ruled by social and 
economic forces beyond their control. In their 
works, the Naturalists generally ignored the high- 
est levels of society and focused on degradation: 
poverty, alcoholism, prostitution, insanity, and dis- 
ease. 


Noble Savage: The idea that primitive man is no- 
ble and good but becomes evil and corrupted as he 
becomes civilized. The concept of the noble sav- 
age originated in the Renaissance period but is 
more closely identified with such later writers as 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Aphra Behn. See also 
Primitivism. 

Novel of Ideas: A novel in which the examination 
of intellectual issues and concepts takes precedence 
over characterization or a traditional storyline. 


Novel of Manners: A novel that examines the cus- 
toms and mores of a cultural group. 


Novel: A long fictional narrative written in prose, 
which developed from the novella and other early 
forms of narrative. A novel is usually organized un- 
der a plot or theme with a focus on character de- 
velopment and action. 


Novella: An Italian term meaning “story.” This 
term has been especially used to describe four- 
teenth-century Italian tales, but it also refers to 
modern short novels. 


O 


Objective Correlative: An outward set of objects, 
a situation, or a chain of events corresponding to 
an inward experience and evoking this experience 
in the reader. The term frequently appears in mod- 
ern criticism in discussions of authors’ intended ef- 
fects on the emotional responses of readers. 
Objectivity: A quality in writing characterized by 
the absence of the author’s opinion or feeling about 
the subject matter. Objectivity is an important fac- 
tor in criticism. 


Oedipus Complex: A son’s amorous obsession 
with his mother. The phrase is derived from the 
story of the ancient Theban hero Oedipus, who un- 
knowingly killed his father and married his mother. 


Omniscience: See Point of View 


Onomatopoeia: The use of words whose sounds 
express or suggest their meaning. In its simplest 
sense, onomatopoeia may be represented by words 
that mimic the sounds they denote such as “hiss” 
or “meow.” At a more subtle level, the pattern and 
rhythm of sounds and rhymes of a line or poem 
may be onomatopoeic. 


Oxymoron: A phrase combining two contradictory 
terms. Oxymorons may be intentional or uninten- 
tional. 


P 


Parable: A story intended to teach a moral lesson 
or answer an ethical question. 


Paradox: A statement that appears illogical or con- 
tradictory at first, but may actually point to an un- 
derlying truth. 
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Parallelism: A method of comparison of two ideas 
in which each is developed in the same grammat- 
ical structure. 


Parody: In literary criticism, this term refers to an 
imitation of a serious literary work or the signature 
style of a particular author in a ridiculous manner. 
A typical parody adopts the style of the original 
and applies it to an inappropriate subject for hu- 
morous effect. Parody is a form of satire and could 
be considered the literary equivalent of a caricature 
or cartoon. 


Pastoral: A term derived from the Latin word “pas- 
tor,” meaning shepherd. A pastoral is a literary 
composition on a rural theme. The conventions of 
the pastoral were originated by the third-century 
Greek poet Theocritus, who wrote about the expe- 
riences, love affairs, and pastimes of Sicilian shep- 
herds. In a pastoral, characters and language of a 
courtly nature are often placed in a simple setting. 
The term pastoral is also used to classify dramas, 
elegies, and lyrics that exhibit the use of country 
settings and shepherd characters. 


Pen Name: See Pseudonym 


Persona: A Latin term meaning “mask.” Personae 
are the characters in a fictional work of literature. 
The persona generally functions as a mask through 
which the author tells a story in a voice other than 
his or her own. A persona is usually either a char- 
acter in a story who acts as a narrator or an “im- 
plied author,” a voice created by the author to act 
as the narrator for himself or herself. 


Personification: A figure of speech that gives hu- 
man qualities to abstract ideas, animals, and inan- 
imate objects. Also known as Prosopopoeia. 


Picaresque Novel: Episodic fiction depicting the 
adventures of a roguish central character (“picaro” 
is Spanish for “rogue”). The picaresque hero is 
commonly a low-born but clever individual who 
wanders into and out of various affairs of love, dan- 
ger, and farcical intrigue. These involvements may 
take place at all social levels and typically present 
a humorous and wide-ranging satire of a given so- 
ciety. 


Plagiarism: Claiming another person’s written ma- 
terial as one’s own. Plagiarism can take the form 
of direct, word-for-word copying or the theft of the 
substance or idea of the work. 


Plot: In literary criticism, this term refers to the 
pattern of events in a narrative or drama. In its sim- 
plest sense, the plot guides the author in compos- 
ing the work and helps the reader follow the work. 
Typically, plots exhibit causality and unity and 
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have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Sometimes, 
however, a plot may consist of a series of discon- 
nected events, in which case it is known as an 


“episodic plot.” 


Poetic Justice: An outcome in a literary work, not 
necessarily a poem, in which the good are rewarded 
and the evil are punished, especially in ways that 
particularly fit their virtues or crimes. 


Poetic License: Distortions of fact and literary con- 
vention made by a writer—not always a poet—for 
the sake of the effect gained. Poetic license is 
closely related to the concept of “artistic freedom.” 


Poetics: This term has two closely related mean- 
ings. It denotes (1) an aesthetic theory in literary 
criticism about the essence of poetry or (2) rules 
prescribing the proper methods, content, style, or 
diction of poetry. The term poetics may also refer 
to theories about literature in general, not just po- 
etry. 

Point of View: The narrative perspective from 
which a literary work is presented to the reader. 
There are four traditional points of view. The “third 
person omniscient” gives the reader a “godlike” 
perspective, unrestricted by time or place, from 
which to see actions and look into the minds of 
characters. This allows the author to comment 
openly on characters and events in the work. The 
“third person” point of view presents the events of 
the story from outside of any single character’s per- 
ception, much like the omniscient point of view, 
but the reader must understand the action as it takes 
place and without any special insight into charac- 
ters’ minds or motivations. The “first person” or 
“personal” point of view relates events as they are 
perceived by a single character. The main charac- 
ter “tells” the story and may offer opinions about 
the action and characters which differ from those 
of the author. Much less common than omniscient, 
third person, and first person is the “second per- 
son” point of view, wherein the author tells the 
story as if it is happening to the reader. 


Polemic: A work in which the author takes a stand 
on a controversial subject, such as abortion or re- 
ligion. Such works are often extremely argumenta- 
tive or provocative. 


Pornography: Writing intended to provoke feel- 
ings of lust in the reader. Such works are often con- 
demned by critics and teachers, but those which can 
be shown to have literary value are viewed less 
harshly. 


Post-Aesthetic Movement: An artistic response 
made by African Americans to the black aesthetic 
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movement of the 1960s and early ’70s. Writers 
since that time have adopted a somewhat different 
tone in their work, with less emphasis placed on 
the disparity between black and white in the United 
States. In the words of post-aesthetic authors such 
as Toni Morrison, John Edgar Wideman, and 
Kristin Hunter, African Americans are portrayed as 
looking inward for answers to their own questions, 
rather than always looking to the outside world. 


Postmodernism: Writing from the 1960s forward 
characterized by experimentation and continuing to 
apply some of the fundamentals of modernism, 
which included existentialism and alienation. Post- 
modernists have gone a step further in the rejection 
of tradition begun with the modernists by also re- 
jecting traditional forms, preferring the anti-novel 
over the novel and the antihero over the hero. 


Primitivism: The belief that primitive peoples 
were nobler and less flawed than civilized peoples 
because they had not been subjected to the tainting 
influence of society. See also Noble Savage. 


Prologue: An introductory section of a literary 
work. It often contains information establishing the 
situation of the characters or presents information 
about the setting, time period, or action. In drama, 
the prologue is spoken by a chorus or by one of the 
principal characters. 


Prose: A literary medium that attempts to mirror 
the language of everyday speech. It is distinguished 
from poetry by its use of unmetered, unrhymed lan- 
guage consisting of logically related sentences. 
Prose is usually grouped into paragraphs that form 
a cohesive whole such as an essay or a novel. 


Prosopopoeia: See Personification 


Protagonist: The central character of a story who 
Serves as a focus for its themes and incidents and 
as the principal rationale for its development. The 
protagonist is sometimes referred to in discussions 
of modern literature as the hero or antihero. 


Protest Fiction: Protest fiction has as its primary 
purpose the protesting of some social injustice, 
such as racism or discrimination. 


Proverb: A brief, sage saying that expresses a truth 
about life in a striking manner. 


Pseudonym: A name assumed by a writer, most 
often intended to prevent his or her identification 
as the author of a work. Two or more authors may 
work together under one pseudonym, or an author 
may use a different name for each genre he or she 
publishes in. Some publishing companies maintain 
“house pseudonyms,” under which any number of 
authors may write installations in a series. Some 
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authors also choose a pseudonym over their real 
names the way an actor may use a stage name. 


Pun: A play on words that have similar sounds but 
different meanings. 


R 


Realism: A nineteenth-century European literary 
movement that sought to portray familiar charac- 
ters, situations, and settings in a realistic manner. 
This was done primarily by using an objective nar- 
rative point of view and through the buildup of ac- 
curate detail. The standard for success of any real- 
istic work depends on how faithfully it transfers 
common experience into fictional forms. The real- 
istic method may be altered or extended, as in 
stream of consciousness writing, to record highly 
subjective experience. 


Repartee: Conversation featuring snappy retorts 
and witticisms. 


Resolution: The portion of a story following the 
climax, in which the conflict is resolved. See also 
Denouement. 


Rhetoric: In literary criticism, this term denotes 
the art of ethical persuasion. In its strictest sense, 
rhetoric adheres to various principles developed 
since classical times for arranging facts and ideas 
in a clear, persuasive, appealing manner. The term 
is also used to refer to effective prose in general 
and theories of or methods for composing effective 
prose. 


Rhetorical Question: A question intended to pro- 
voke thought, but not an expressed answer, in the 
reader. It is most commonly used in oratory and 
other persuasive genres. 


Rising Action: The part of a drama where the plot 
becomes increasingly complicated. Rising action 
leads up to the climax, or turning point, of a drama. 


Roman a clef: A French phrase meaning “novel 
with a key.” It refers to a narrative in which real 
persons are portrayed under fictitious names. 


Romance: A broad term, usually denoting a nar- 
rative with exotic, exaggerated, often idealized 
characters, scenes, and themes. 


Romanticism: This term has two widely accepted 
meanings. In historical criticism, it refers to a Eu- 
ropean intellectual and artistic movement of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that 
sought greater freedom of personal expression than 
that allowed by the strict rules of literary form and 
logic of the eighteenth-century neoclassicists. The 
Romantics preferred emotional and imaginative ex- 
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pression to rational analysis. They considered the 
individual to be at the center of all experience and 
so placed him or her at the center of their art. The 
Romantics believed that the creative imagination 
reveals nobler truths—unique feelings and atti- 
tudes—than those that could be discovered by logic 
or by scientific examination. Both the natural world 
and the state of childhood were important sources 
for revelations of “eternal truths.” “Romanticism” 
is also used as a general term to refer to a type of 
sensibility found in all periods of literary history 
and usually considered to be in opposition to the 
principles of classicism. In this sense, Romanticism 
signifies any work or philosophy in which the ex- 
otic or dreamlike figure strongly, or that is devoted 
to individualistic expression, self-analysis, or a pur- 
suit of a higher realm of knowledge than can be 
discovered by human reason. 


Romantics: See Romanticism 


S 


Satire: A work that uses ridicule, humor, and wit 
to criticize and provoke change in human nature 
and institutions. There are two major types of 
satire: “formal” or “direct” satire speaks directly to 
the reader or to a character in the work; “indirect” 
satire relies upon the ridiculous behavior of its char- 
acters to make its point. Formal satire is further di- 
vided into two manners: the “Horatian,” which 
ridicules gently, and the “Juvenalian,” which de- 
rides its subjects harshly and bitterly. 


Science Fiction: A type of narrative about or based 
upon real or imagined scientific theories and tech- 
nology. Science fiction is often peopled with alien 
creatures and set on other planets or in different di- 
mensions. 


Second Person: See Point of View 


Setting: The time, place, and culture in which the 
action of a narrative takes place. The elements of 
setting may include geographic location, charac- 
ters’ physical and mental environments, prevailing 
cultural attitudes, or the historical time in which the 
action takes place. 

Simile: A comparison, usually using “like” or “as”, 
of two essentially dissimilar things, as in “coffee as 
cold as ice” or “He sounded like a broken record.” 


Slang: A type of informal verbal communication 
that is generally unacceptable for formal writing. 
Slang words and phrases are often colorful exag- 
gerations used to emphasize the speaker’s point; 
they may also be shortened versions of an often- 
used word or phrase. 


Glossary of Literary Terms 
Slave Narrative: Autobiographical accounts of 
American slave life as told by escaped slaves. 
These works first appeared during the abolition 


movement of the 1830s through the 1850s. 


Socialist Realism: The Socialist Realism school of 
literary theory was proposed by Maxim Gorky and 
established as a dogma by the first Soviet Congress 
of Writers. It demanded adherence to a communist 
worldview in works of literature. Its doctrines re- 
quired an objective viewpoint comprehensible to 
the working classes and themes of social struggle 
featuring strong proletarian heroes. Also known as 
Social Realism. 


Stereotype: A stereotype was originally the name 
for a duplication made during the printing process; 
this led to its modern definition as a person or thing 
that is (or is assumed to be) the same as all others 
of its type. 


Stream of Consciousness: A narrative technique 
for rendering the inward experience of a charac- 
ter. This technique is designed to give the impres- 
sion of an ever-changing series of thoughts, emo- 
tions, images, and memories in the spontaneous 
and seemingly illogical order that they occur in 
life. 

Structure: The form taken by a piece of literature. 
The structure may be made obvious for ease of un- 
derstanding, as in nonfiction works, or may ob- 
scured for artistic purposes, as in some poetry or 
seemingly “unstructured” prose. 


Sturm und Drang: A German term meaning 
“storm and stress.” It refers to a German literary 
movement of the 1770s and 1780s that reacted 
against the order and rationalism of the enlighten- 
ment, focusing instead on the intense experience of 
extraordinary individuals. 


Style: A writer’s distinctive manner of arranging 
words to suit his or her ideas and purpose in writ- 
ing. The unique imprint of the author’s personality 
upon his or her writing, style is the product of an 
author’s way of arranging ideas and his or her use 
of diction, different sentence structures, rhythm, 
figures of speech, rhetorical principles, and other 
elements of composition. 


Subjectivity: Writing that expresses the author’s 
personal feelings about his subject, and which may 
or may not include factual information about the 
subject. 


Subplot: A secondary story in a narrative. A sub- 
plot may serve as a motivating or complicating 
force for the main plot of the work, or it may pro- 
vide emphasis for, or relief from, the main plot. 


Surrealism: A term introduced to criticism by 
Guillaume Apollinaire and later adopted by Andre 
Breton. It refers to a French literary and artistic 
movement founded in the 1920s. The Surrealists 
sought to express unconscious thoughts and feel- 
ings in their works. The best-known technique used 
for achieving this aim was automatic writing—tran- 
scriptions of spontaneous outpourings from the un- 
conscious. The Surrealists proposed to unify the 
contrary levels of conscious and unconscious, 
dream and reality, objectivity and subjectivity into 
a new level of “super-realism.” 


Suspense: A literary device in which the author 
maintains the audience’s attention through the 
buildup of events, the outcome of which will soon 
be revealed. 


Symbol: Something that suggests or stands for 
something else without losing its original identity. 
In literature, symbols combine their literal mean- 
ing with the suggestion of an abstract concept. Lit- 
erary symbols are of two types: those that carry 
complex associations of meaning no matter what 
their contexts, and those that derive their sugges- 
tive meaning from their functions in specific liter- 
ary works. 


Symbolism: This term has two widely accepted 
meanings. In historical criticism, it denotes an early 
modernist literary movement initiated in France 
during the nineteenth century that reacted against 
the prevailing standards of realism. Writers in this 
movement aimed to evoke, indirectly and symbol- 
ically, an order of being beyond the material world 
of the five senses. Poetic expression of personal 
emotion figured strongly in the movement, typi- 
cally by means of a private set of symbols uniquely 
identifiable with the individual poet. The principal 
aim of the Symbolists was to express in words the 
highly complex feelings that grew out of everyday 
contact with the world. In a broader sense, the term 
“symbolism” refers to the use of one object to rep- 
resent another. 


T 


Tall Tale: A humorous tale told in a straightfor- 
ward, credible tone but relating absolutely impos- 
sible events or feats of the characters. Such tales 
were commonly told of frontier adventures during 
the settlement of the west in the United States. 


Theme: The main point of a work of literature. The 
term is used interchangeably with thesis. 


Thesis: A thesis is both an essay and the point ar- 
gued in the essay. Thesis novels and thesis plays 
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share the quality of containing a thesis which is 
supported through the action of the story. 


Third Person: See Point of View 


Tone: The author’s attitude toward his or her au- 
dience may be deduced from the tone of the work. 
A formal tone may create distance or convey po- 
liteness, while an informal tone may encourage a 
friendly, intimate, or intrusive feeling in the reader. 
The author’s attitude toward his or her subject mat- 
ter may also be deduced from the tone of the words 
he or she uses in discussing it. 


Transcendentalism: An American philosophical 
and religious movement, based in New England 
from around 1835 until the Civil War. Transcen- 
dentalism was a form of American romanticism 
that had its roots abroad in the works of Thomas 
Carlyle, Samuel Coleridge, and Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe. The Transcendentalists stressed the 
importance of intuition and subjective experience 
in communication with God. They rejected reli- 
gious dogma and texts in favor of mysticism and 
scientific naturalism. They pursued truths that lie 
beyond the “colorless” realms perceived by reason 
and the senses and were active social reformers in 
public education, women’s rights, and the abolition 
of slavery. 


U 


Urban Realism: A branch of realist writing that 
attempts to accurately reflect the often harsh facts 
of modern urban existence. 


Utopia: A fictional perfect place, such as “par- 
adise” or “heaven.” 
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Verisimilitude: Literally, the appearance of truth. 
In literary criticism, the term refers to aspects of a 
work of literature that seem true to the reader. 


Victorian: Refers broadly to the reign of Queen 
Victoria of England (1837-1901) and to anything 
with qualities typical of that era. For example, the 
qualities of smug narrowmindedness, bourgeois 
materialism, faith in social progress, and priggish 
morality are often considered Victorian. This 
stereotype is contradicted by such dramatic intel- 
lectual developments as the theories of Charles 
Darwin, Karl Marx, and Sigmund Freud (which 
stirred strong debates in England) and the critical 
attitudes of serious Victorian writers like Charles 
Dickens and George Eliot. In literature, the Victo- 
rian Period was the great age of the English novel, 
and the latter part of the era saw the rise of move- 
ments such as decadence and symbolism. Also 
known as Victorian Age and Victorian Period. 


W 


Weltanschauung: A German term referring to a 
person’s worldview or philosophy. 


Weltschmerz: A German term meaning “world 
pain.” It describes a sense of anguish about the na- 
ture of existence, usually associated with a melan- 
choly, pessimistic attitude. 


Z 


Zeitgeist: A German term meaning “spirit of the 
time.” It refers to the moral and intellectual trends 
of a given era. 
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Restaurant: V2 

Vonnegut, Kurt, Jr. 

Slaughterhouse-Five: V3 
Wright, Richard 

Black Boy: VI 


Asian American 
Tan,Amy 
The Joy Luck Club: VI 
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Kogqawa, оу 


Asian Canadian 
Kogawa, Joy 
Obasan: V3 


British 
Austen, Jane 

Pride and Prejudice: V1 
Blair, Eric Arthur 

Animal Farm: V3 
Bronté, Charlotte 

Jane Eyre: V4 
Bronté, Emily 

Wuthering Heights: V2 
Conrad, Joseph 

Heart of Darkness: V2 
Dickens, Charles 

Great Expectations: V4 
Forster, E. M. 

A Passage to India: V3 
Golding, William 

Lord ofthe Flies: V2 
Hardy, Thomas 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles: МЗ 
Marmon Silko, Leslie 

Ceremony: М4 
Orwell, George 

Animal Farm: V3 
Shelley, Mary 

Frankenstein: VI 


Canadian 


Atwood, Margaret 

The Handmaid's Tale: V4 
Kogawa, Joy 

Obasan: V3 


Colombian 
Garcfa Marquez, Gabriel 
Love in the Time of Cholera: VI 


German 
Remarque, Erich Maria 
All Quiet on the Western Front: V4 


Hispanic American 


Cisneros, Sandra 
The House on Mango Street: V2 


Jewish 


Bellow, Saul 
Seize the Day: V4 
Malamud, Bemard 
The Natural: V4 
Wiesel, Eliezer 
Night: V4 


Novels for 


Native American 
Dorris, Michael 

A Yellow Raft in Blue Water: V3 
Marmon Silko, Leslie 

Ceremony: V4 


Nigerian 
Achebe, Chinua 
Things Fall Apart: V3 


Romanian 


Wiesel, Eliezer 
Night: V4 


Russian 


Dostoyevsky, Fyodor 
Crime and Punishment: V3 


South African 


Gordimer, Nadine 
July's People: V4 
Paton, Alan 
Cry, the Beloved Country: V3 


West Indian 


Kincaid, Jamaica 
Annie John: V3 


Students 


*Boldface denotes discussion in 
Themes section. 


A 


Abandonment 
Ceremony: 21, 26 
Great Expectations: 90-91, 102 
Night: 244 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
359-60 
Abortion 
The Handmaid's Tale: 114, 116, 
125-26 
Abuse 
Great Expectations: 102 
Adulthood 
Jane Eyre: 180-84 
Adventure and Exploration 
Winesburg, Ohio: 340-41 
Africa 
July's People: 189-91, 196, 
201-02 
African-American Heritage 
The Women of Brewster Place: 355 
Alienation 
Seize the Day: 276-77, 281-83, 
286 
Winesburg, Ohio: 330 
Alienation and Loneliness 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 7 
Great Expectations: 97 
The Red Badge of Courage: 260 
Seize the Day: 281 
The Women ofBrewster Place: 354 
Allegory 
The Natural: 211, 217-19 
Seize the Day: 295 


Volume 4 


Subject/Theme Index 


American Civil War 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
253-55,261,263,265,267 
The Sound and the Fury: 298, 
307-08 
American Dream 
Seize the Day: 281 
American Northeast 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 74 
The Red Badge of Courage: 263 
American South 
In Country: 137-38, 144, 148 
The Sound and the Fury: 297-98, 
307 
American Southwest 
Ceremony: 20 
Anger 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
268-69 
Seize the Day: 287-88 
The Sound and the Fury: 312-13, 


319-20 
Apartheid 
July's People: 188-89, 194-97 
Apathy 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
267-69 


Appearance vs. Reality 
The Red Badge of Courage: 260 
Arthurian Legend 
The Natural: 211,217,220-25 
Asia 
In Country: 137-39, 145-47 
151-56 
Atonement 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 67-68 
Great Expectations: 99-101, 104 


Jane Eyre: 159, 170-71, 177 

Night: 249-51 

The Sound and the Fury: 314-17 
Atonement and Forgiveness 

Jane Eyre: 170 
Austria 

All Quiet on the Western Front: 9 
Authoritarianism 

The Chosen: 49, 51-53 

Night; 229, 235, 237-38 


B 


Beauty 
In Country: 155, 157 
Winesburg, Ohio: 339, 341-42 
Belgium 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 9 
Berlin 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
11,13 
Betrayal 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
271-73 
Bildungsroman 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
8, 12 
Night: 238,241 
Body 
July's People: 193 


C 


Catharsis 
Seize the Day: 283-84 
Childhood 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 65, 
67, 72-73, 77 
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Great 


Great Expectations: 88-89, 
97-99, 101 
Jane Eyre: 161, 169, 171-72, 
174, 180-84 
Choices and Consequences 
The Natural: 216 
Christianity 
Jane Eyre: 161, 170, 175, 177 
Night: 249-51 
The Sound and the Fury: 313-17 
City Life 
The Red Badge of Courage: 262 
Cold War 
Night: 238-39 
Coming of Age 
The Chosen: 49 
The Red Badge of Courage: 259 
Communism 
In Country: |46-47 
Seize the Day: 284-85 
Community 
The Women of Brewster Place: 354 
Courage 
The Handmaid's Tale: 129 
The Natural: 221-22 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
255-56, 260-61, 265-67, 
269-73 
Seize the Day: 277-78 
Creativity 
The Sound and the Fury: 309 
Winesburg, Ohio: 339-42 
Crime and Criminals 
Ceremony: 22, 29, 31 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 68, 76 
Great Expectations: 90-91, 
99-101, 103, 105-06, 109-112 
The Handmaid's Tale: 116-17, 
122, 126, 130-32 
July's People: 188, 191, 195-96 
The Natural: 217-18 
The Sound and the Fury: 
299-300,306 
Cruelty 
Ceremony: 21, 25 
Great Expectations: 99-100 
The Handmaid's Tale: 130-31, 133 
July's People: 188-90, 195-99 
The Sound and the Fury: 318-20 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
354-56, 358-59 366-69 
Cuba 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
262-63 
Culture Clash 
July's People: 195 
Cynicism 
Jane Eyre: 181-83 


D 


Dance 
Ceremony: 25-26, 28-29 


Expectations 


Death 
Night: 231-32, 235-38, 241, 
243-51 
Death 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
3,4, 6-8 11, 13-15 
Ceremony: 22,26,28-29,36-40 
The Chosen: 45, 53 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
67-68, 73-74, 76 
Great Expectations: 91-92, 97, 
99-100,102 
The Handmaid's Tale: 117, 122, 
124, 131-33 
In Country: 137-39, 143-47, 151, 
153-54 
Jane Eyre: 161-62,170-72, 174, 
182 
July's People: 190, 195-98 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
255-56, 260-61, 263-70 
Seize the Day: 216, 219, 282-84, 
287-91 
The Sound andthe Fury: 
299-300,314-17 
Winesburg, Ohio: 324-25, 330, 333 
The Women ofBrewster Place: 
349-51,356,358,362-63,366 
Depression and Melancholy 
Jane Eyre: 181-82 
Description 
The Women ofBrewster Place: 
367-68 
Dialogue 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 83 
In Country: 148 
Disease 
Ceremony: 31 
Divorce 
Seize the Day: 278, 285 
Doubt and Ambiguity 
Winesburg, Ohio: 330 
Dreams and Visions 
Ceremony: 39-40 
Great Expectations: 88, 101-03 
Night: 245-48 
Winesburg, Ohio: 339-40, 342 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
348,351,356,359-66 
Duty and Responsibility 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 73 


E 


Emotions 

All Quiet on the Western Front: 
3,7 

Great Expectations: 104, 107, 110 

The Handmaid's Tale: 131, 135 

In Country: 143, 155-56 

Jane Eyre: 171, 177, 181-82, 
184-86 

July's People: 196, 201 


Novels for 


Night: 235, 245 
The Red Badge of Courage: 264, 
266, 269 
Seize the Day: 281-83, 286 
The Sound and the Fury: 307, 
310,315, 318-19 
Winesburg, Ohio: 340-42 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
358, 365 
England 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 9 
Great Expectations: 102 
Jane Eyre: 159-60, 172, 174-76 
Essay 
The Sound and the Fury: 310 
Eternity 
Night: 246, 248 
The Sound and the Fury: 306 
Europe 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
2, 3, 6, 8, 10, 12 
The Chosen: 44, 51, 53 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 76 
Great Expectations: 102 
Jane Eyre: 160, 176 
Night: 239 
The Red Badge of Courage: 264 
Winesburg, Ohio: 331-33 
Evil 
Ceremony: 25 
Evil 
Ceremony: 21-22,25-26,36-38 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 67, 
78-79 
Great Expectations: 99, 101, 
109-10 
The Handmaid's Tale: 122-23 
Jane Eyre: 161-62, 170, 180-81 
The Natural: 211, 217 
Night: 249 
The Sound and the Fury: 315, 
317, 319 
Execution 
Night: 249-51 
Exile 
The Handmaid's Tale: 130-31, 
133 
Night: 231, 235, 238,243-44, 247 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
271-72 
The Sound and the Fury: 309 
The Women of Brewster Place: 


360,362 


F 


Failure 
The Natural: 216 
Fall From Grace 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 67 
Family Life 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 65, 86 
Seize the Day: 285 


Students 


Fanaticism 
The Chosen: 59-61, 63 
Farm and Rural Life 
Ceremony: 22, 28-30 
Great Expectations: 102 
Winesburg, Ohio: 324-25, 332-33 
Fate and Chance 
Great Expectations: 88,97,99-100 
Jane Eyre: 181-83 
July's People: 203-05 
The Red Badge of Courage: 267, 
269 
Father and Son 
Seize the Day: 282 
Fear and Terror 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
3-4,7,12 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 83, 
86 
Great Expectations: 88, 100-01 
The Handmaid's Tale: 116-17, 
122-23, 133-35 
Jane Eyre: 181-83 
Night: 229, 231-32, 235, 237-38, 
240-41, 245-48 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
255-56,262,268-69,271-73 
Seize the Day: 282-85 
The Sound and the Fury: 317-20 
Female Bonding 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
354 
Female Sexuality 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
356 
Feminism 
The Handmaid's Tale: 114, 127, 
133-36 
Folklore 
Ceremony: 29 
The Natural: 222 
Forgiveness 
Great Expectations: 91, 99-100 
Jane Eyre: 170 
France 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
9,13 
Free Will 
The Handmaid's Tale: 122 
Free Will vs. Determinism 
The Red Badge of Courage: 253, 
259, 261 
Friendship 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 7 
The Chosen: 44-45, 48-49, 57-59 


G 


Germany 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
1,7,9-13 
The Chosen: 51 
Night: 243 
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Ghost 
Ceremony: 25-26, 30, 32 
Jane Eyre: 181-182 
God 
The Chosen: 55, 57, 59 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
67-68, 73, 78-81, 84-86 
Jane Eyre: 162, 170 
Night: 231, 234-36, 238, 241-45, 
247-48 
The Sound and the Fury: 314-16 
The Women of Brewster Place: 354 
God and Religion 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 73 
Jane Eyre: 170 
Night: 235 
Good and Evil 
The Natural: 217 
Gothicism 
Jane Eyre: 159, 172-73, 175,177 
Graphic and Visual Arts 
The Sound and the Fury: 308 
Great Depression 
The Sound and the Fury: 297, 
308 
Grief and Sorrow 
Night: 231-32, 235, 239 
The Sound and the Fury: 317, 
319-20 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
350,354,358 
Grotesque 
Winesburg, Ohio: 324, 331, 337 
Growth and Development 
The Natural: 217 
Guilt 
Great Expectations: 100, 103, 
109-12 
Guilt and Innocence 
Great Expectations: 100 
The Handmaid's Tale: 122 


Н 


Happiness and Gaiety 
Great Expectations: 88-90, 
99-100, 103, 108-09 
The Handmaid's Tale: 115-16, 
122, 124 
Jane Eyre: 162, 170-71, 181-84 
Hatred 
Ceremony: 36-38 
The Chosen: 52 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 65, 
67,74,83, 86 
Great Expectations: 99-100 
July's People: 194-95, 206, 208 
Night: 237 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
255-56,268 
The Sound and the Fury: 319-20 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
367 


Identity 


Havana 


The Red Badge of Courage: 262 


Heaven 


Go Tell It on the Mountain: 82, 84 
The Sound and the Fury: 314 


Heroism 


Night: 24] 

Seize the Day: 283 

Ceremony: 28, 32 

Great Expectations: 107, 109 

The Handmaid's Tale: 127, 
129-30, 134-36 

Jane Eyre: 173, 177-81, 183, 
185-86 

The Natural: 211,221-27 

The Red Badge of Courage: 255, 
260-61,270,273 


History 


All Quiet on the Western Front: 
18 

The Chosen: 44, 50, 53 

Go Tell It on the Mountain: 66, 
74-75 

In Country: 143, 148-50 

July's People: 1%, 199 

The Sound and the Fury: 306, 
310 

Winesburg, Ohio: 334 


The Holocaust 


The Chosen: 44, 49, 51, 53 
Night: 229, 236-44 


Honor 


Great Expectations: 88, 101 

The Red Badge of Courage: 
212-93 

The Sound and the Fury: 312, 
316 


Hope 


All Quiet on the Western Front: 
17 

Great Expectations: 99, 103 

Jane Eyre: 181-83 

July's People: 206-09 

Seize the Day: 282 

The Women of Brewster Place: 
348,355-56,358-59,363-65 


Human Condition 


Seize the Day: 281 


Humiliation and Degradation 


Great Expectations: 88, 90-91, 
98-99 


Humor 


Ceremony: 35-38 

Great Expectations: 101, 103~04, 
106 

The Natural: 225-26 

Seize the Day: 293, 295 


Identity 


The Chosen: 49 
In Country: 144 
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Identity 


Identity (Search for Self) 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 72 
Great Expectations: 98 
Imagery and Symbolism 
The Chosen: 51, 55, 57, 60, 62 
Great Expectations: 111-12 
The Handmaid's Tale: 124, 126 
In Country: 144--45, 148 
lane Eyre: 169, 174 
The Natural: 217 
Night: 243-45, 248 
The Red Badge of Courage: 254, 
260, 264 
The Sound and the Fury: 315-17 
Winesburg, Ohio: 340-41 
Imagination 
Winesburg, Ohio: 340 
Incest 
The Sound and the Fury: 299, 306 
Independence 
lane Eyre: 169 
The Individual and Society 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 73 
Individual vs. Machine 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 6 
Individual vs. Society 
Seize the Day: 282 
Industrial Revolution 
The Red Badge of Courage: 262 
Insanity 
Night: 231, 235-37 
The Sound and the Fury: 306 
Irony 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
13-15 
Ceremony: 37 
Со Tell It on the Mountain: 82-86 
The Handmaid's Tale: 135-36 
The Natural: 226-27 
TheRed Badge of Courage: 
260-61, 272-73 
Israel 
The Chosen: 50-52 


J 


Japan 
In Country: 146 
Judaism 
The Chosen: 42-45, 48-58, 60, 
62-64 
Night: 229-30, 231, 235, 241, 
243, 249-51 
Seize the Day: 277, 290-91 


K 


Killers and Killing 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
4, 7-8, 10, 12 
Ceremony: 21-22, 38-40 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 76 


зоо 


In Country: 154 
Night: 231-32, 235-36, 239-41, 
243-44, 249-50 

Seize the Day: 292 

The Sound and the Fury: 315 

Winesburg, Ohio: 324, 331-32 
Kindness 

Ceremony: 38-40 

Great Expectations: 105--06 

Winesburg, Ohio: 340-42 
Knowledge 

Great Expectations: 101 

lane Eyre: 175 

Night: 245-49 

The Red Badge of Courage: 264 


L 


Landscape 
Ceremony: 21-22, 29-30, 39-40 
Great Expectations: 101 
In Country: 139, 145, 148, 152-57 
lane Eyre: 179 
The Red Badge of Courage: 256, 
259,265-69,272 
Law and Order 
Ceremony: 19-20,22,26,29,31, 
36, 38 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
75-77 
Great Expectations: 88, 90-91, 
98, 100, 102, 110-11 
The Handmaid's Tale: 114-16, 
122, 125-26, 130-31 
lane Eyre: 162, 169, 174 
luly's People: 191, 194, 196-98 
Limitations and Opportunities 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
84-85 
lane Eyre: 172, 175-76 
Literary Criticism 
Winesburg, Ohio: 335 
Literature 
lane Eyre: 186 
Winesburg, Ohio: 341 
London 
Great Expectations: 90-92, 
98-99, 101--03 
lane Eyre: 160-61, 176 
Loneliness 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 7 
Great Expectations: 88,97-98 
In Country: 155 
The Red Badge of Courage: 255, 
260,264,271-73 
Seize the Day: 281, 283-84, 
287-88 
The Sound and the Fury: 299 
Winesburg, Ohio: 325, 330 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
348, 354, 359 
Loneliness and Alienation 
Winesburg, Ohio: 330 


Novels for 


Lost Generation 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
127 
Love and Passion 
lane Eyre: 168 
The Sound and the Fury: 306 
Love and Passion 
Ceremony: 39-40 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 67, 
74, 82-83, 86 
Great Expectations: 89-90, 
98-99, 101, 107--08 
The Handmaid's Tale: 116-17, 
122 
In Country: 155-56 
lane Eyre: 159, 161-62, 169-72, 
174, 177, 180, 182-86 
Night: 231, 238,241 
Seize the Day: 282, 292, 294 
The Sound and the Fury: 299, 
305--06, 311-19 
Winesburg, Ohio: 324-25, 338-41 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
350, 354-56, 358-61 
Lower Class 
Great Expectations: 102 
Loyalty 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
66-67, 74, 78, 80 
The Sound and the Fury: 314, 
316-17 
The Women of Brewster Place: 361 


M 
Magic 
Ceremony: 21-22,26 
Marriage 
Great Expectations: 99 
lane Eyre: 162, 169-76, 179-80, 
183, 185-86 
July's People: 195-96 
Seize the Day: 285 
The Sound and the Fury: 299 
Winesburg, Ohio: 339-40 
Memory and Reminiscence 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 74 
The Sound and the Fury: 299, 
305, 307, 310 
Mental Instability 
The Sound and the Fury: 317 
Middle Class 
Seize the Day: 284, 285 
Middle East 
Night: 231, 239 
The Chosen: 45,48-49,51-52 
Miracle 
July's People: 206, 208 
Money and Economics 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
75-76 
Great Expectations: 90-91, 
98-100, 102--03 


Students 


Jane Eyre: 162, 175-76 
The Natural: 213, 216-19 
Seize the Day: 278, 282, 285, 287 
The Sound and the Fury: 300, 
305, 308-09 
Winesburg, Ohio: 331, 333 
Monologue 
The Sound and the Fury: 299, 
306-07,311-12 
Mood 
Winesburg, Ohio: 335 
Morals and Morality 
Ceremony: 26,31, 37 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
72-73, 84-86 
Great Expectations: 99-100, 110 
The Handmaid's Tale: 122-23, 
125-26, 133-35 
Jane Eyre: 169-70, 173-74, 177, 
184-86 
The Natural: 211, 216-19, 222-24 
The Red Badge of Courage: 
267-70, 272-73 
The Sound and the Fury: 308, 
310,314, 317-18 
Music 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
10,12 
The Sound andthe Fury: 309 
Night: 232-33, 235 
Mystery and Intrigue 
Jane Eyre: 159, 162, 172-73 
Myths and Legends 
Ceremony: 22,26,29, 31-32,34 
July's People: 195, 199,204-05 
The Natural: 211, 217, 219-20, 
222-27 
The Sound and the Fury: 313-15, 
317 
The Women of Brewster Place: 


365--66 


N 


Narration 

All Quiet on the Western Front: 
4,8,12-14 

Ceremony: 20, 28, 31-32, 34, 
36-38 

The Chosen: 50, 53, 58 

Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
66-68,74,78-80,83-86 

Great Expectations: 100, 104-05 

The Handmaid's Tale: 114, 117, 
119-24, 126-27, 134-36 

In Country: 145, 148-49, 151 

Jane Eyre: 161, 171-72, 181-83 

July's People: 195-96, 199 

The Natural: 211, 218-19 

Night: 237, 240, 245-48,250-51 

Seize the Day: 283 

The Sound and the Fury: 299, 
306-07, 313-15, 317 
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Winesburg, Ohio: 324, 331, 
335-38 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
362-64,367--69 
Nationalism and Patriotism 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 


6-9, 11 
Naturalism 
TheRed Badge of Courage: 253, 
259, 261, 264 
Nature 
July's People: 194 
Nature 


All Quiet on the Western Front: 8 
Ceremony: 35, 38-40 
Jane Eyre: 174 
July's People: 194 
The Red Badge of Courage: 254, 
256, 259--61, 264, 266, 269, 
272 
Winesburg, Ohio: 341 
Nightmare 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
359--60, 362 
1920s 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 10 
1950s 
The Natural: 217-19 
Seize the Day: 284-85 
North America 
Ceremony: 26,29-31 
The Handmaid's Tale: 124-25 
The Red Badge of Courage: 263 
Novel 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 18 
The Chosen: 53, 63-64 
Great Expectations: \11 
Jane Eyre: 176 
The Red Badge of Courage: 264 
The Sound and the Fury: 299, 
309-10 
Nuclear War 
Night: 239-40 
Seize the Day: 285-86 
Nurturance 
Ceremony: 39-40 


O 


Obsession 

Winesburg, Ohio: 324-25 
Old Age 

Great Expectations: 91, 97, 99, 

103 

Seize the Day: 283, 287 
Order and Disorder 

In Country: 144 


р 


Painting 
Night: 249, 251 


Politics 


The Red Badge of Courage: 266 
Winesburg, Ohio: 325, 334, 339, 
343 
Perception 
Jane Eyre: 170 
July's People: 188, 194-95, 197, 
199 
Winesburg, Ohio: 339, 341-42 
Performing Arts 
The Sound andthe Fury: 309 
Permanence 
The Sound and the Fury: 306, 
309-10 
Persecution 
The Chosen: 49, 51-52 
Great Expectations: 99-100 
The Handmaid's Tale: 134-35 
Night: 236, 239, 241, 249-51 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
366-69 
Perseverance 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
2,4 
Jane Eyre: 181, 183 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
363--66 
Personal Identity 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 72 
July's People: 206-08 
Personification 
Jane Eyre: 177 
Philosophical Ideas 
Jane Eyre: 181, 183 
The Red Badge of Courage: 259, 
264 
Pleasure 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
367--69 
Plot 
Jane Eyre: 177 
Winesburg, Ohio: 323-24, 331 
Poetry 
Ceremony: 19-22,29 
Night: 237, 241 
TheRed Badge of Courage: 254 
The Women of Brewster Place: 
363--66 
Point of View 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
23052 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
83-84 
The Red Badge of Courage: 255, 
260 
The Sound and the Fury: 306, 
310 
Politicians 
The Handmaid's Tale: 116, 124, 
126 
The Natural: 217-19 
The Red Badge of Courage: 263 
Politics 
The Chosen: 49 
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Politics 


Politics 
All Quiet on the Western Front: 
7-11, 18 
Ceremony: 19,26-32 
The Chosen: 45, 49-50, 52-55 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 
76-77 
The Handmaid's Tale: 114-16, 
121-27, 130-33 
In Country: 146-48 
July's People: 190, 195-99 
The Natural: 217-19 
The Red Badge of Courage: 263 
Winesburg, Ohio: 325, 332-33 
Pornography 
The Handmaid's Tale: 114, 
125-27 
Poverty 
Great Expectations: 98, 100, 102 
Jane Eyre: 169-72, 174 
The Red Badge of Courage: 262 
Pride 
The Sound and the Fury: 305 
Pride 
The Red Badge of Courage: 255, 
261,264 
Prophecy 
July's People: 188, 198-99 
Psychology and the Human Mind 
Ceremony: 21-22 
The Chosen: 42, 44-45, 49, 54, 
56-57,63 
Go Tell It on the Mountain: 65, 
74, 77-78, 83-84, 86 
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